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Abstract
Title: The Structure of Work Placement in a Third - Level Accounting
programme: Employers’ Perspective
Author: Laura O’ Callaghan
Extant literature on the benefits of work placement extols the virtues of embedding
work placement in accounting degree programmes, not only for the students, but
also for the employers. It provides employers with an extended period to vet
students for graduate position (Gault et al, 2000; Beard, 2007), a cost-effective
solution to hiring for short-term projects (Ferkins, 2002) and a valuable link with
local colleges (Gault et al, 2000; Me Gann and Anderson, 2012). However, there
is a dearth of literature exploring how placement should be structured to maximise
these benefits (Buckley and El Amond, 2010; Sheridan and Linehan, 2003). This
study explores three aspects of the employers ’ perspective of the structure of work
placement in accounting degree programme; their requirements of students
entering work placement, the appropriate duration and timing ofplacement and the
support they could offer interns. The empirical data was collected by way of an
online survey of employers, resulting in responses from fifty-three potential
employers of accounting interns, and five in-depth interviews with potential
employers to obtain rich descriptive data.
A strong pre ference exists amongst respondents to recruiting interns for accounting
roles from Accountancy/Finance programmes rather than other degree
programmes. Employers view ability to work in a team, good academic results and
communication skills as important requirements of an intern when entering work
placement. Employers prefer students with previous work experience, but it did not
have to he relevant accounting experience. The ideal duration and timing of
placement for employers was a six month placement from January to June (with the
employer having the option to keep the student on in the organisation over the
summer if required), in the third year of a four year degree programme. The
majority of respondents would offer interns regular feedback and coaching,
however only half of the respondents would provide an exit interview. Advice could
be offered to the intern regarding accountancy qualifications. These findings
contribute to improving the structure of work placement in accounting degree
programmes.

As employers see work placement as primarily an early recruitment mechanism, it
may lose some of the possible benefit to the students. It is important that a tripartite
agreement is constructed and agreed to by the employer, college and student to
ensure that the learning outcomes of work placement are clear to all parties and
adhered to throughout the work placement period

IX

Chapter 1 Introduction to this Research Study
1.1

Introduction

This chapter introduces this research by providing a background to the study and
demonstrating how, using a review of extant literature, the researcher identified a
gap in the literature. This chapter describes the research objectives and the questions
posed and then used by the researcher to fulfil this objective. The chapter then
introduces the third-level education institution used in this research and
acknowledges the limitations of the study. The chapter concludes with a provision
of the structure of the subsequent chapters of this study.

1.2

Background to the Study

The definition of work placement used in this study is

“<7 planned period of work-based learning or experience, where
the learning outcomes are part of a course or programme of
study. This is usually provided outside the institution at which the
student is enrolled' (Department of Education and Skills, 2002,
P-2).

Work placement has become an increasingly popular element of third-level
education due to the many benefits it provides for students, such as skills
development, putting knowledge into action, improved academic results, increased
focus on study and career path and enhanced employability. The students are not
the only benefactors of work placement, the employers can also benefit as it
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provides linkages between employers and academic institutions allowing
employers to gain cost effective employees, which may materialise into future full
time employees and to boost their reputation in the locality.

The rise in popularity of work placement particularly in accounting degree
programmes is mainly because employers felt that the majority of accounting
graduates do not seem to possess the adequate skills and competencies required of
them on entry to the workplace. Work placement is widely cited as a means of
building these skills and competencies in accounting students.

1.3

Cork Institute of Technology

Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) is a third-level education institute administering
a wide range of full-time and part-time higher education courses at mainly degree
and masters levels. Work placement is available to students in a number of courses
in the School of Business, however not in the accounting degree. The accounting
degree programme (Bachelor of Business (Hons) in Accounting) has just undergone
a programmatic review. One of the major changes was the introduction of work
placement, which will commence in January 2017. It will be a six month placement
from January to June, with the option for the employer to offer students additional
work over the summer. This was in answer to callings by graduates, current students
and local employers.

The researcher of this study graduated from the Bachelor of Business (Honours) in
Accounting from Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) in 2011. She then worked as
an accountant in a small practice for three years, before returning to college to do a
Masters in Business (Research). As there was no work placement element to the
course when she completed her undergraduate degree, the researcher was initially
interested in examining the effect of work placement on students however after
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examining the literature, this area has been widely covered but a dearth of literature
on the employers’ expectations of interns entering work placement. While working
in practice, the researcher was responsible for training a new employee, who was a
recent graduate and, similar to her own experience, did not had a work placement
programme as part of his course, so this was also an area of interest to her.

During her research, the researcher tutored and lectured Business students in the
area of Accounting and Information Systems. As the researcher was studying and
working in CIT, information and access to contact details for participants for this
study is readily available.

1.4

Gaps in the Literature

Extant literature discusses the expectations gap, that is the gap between the skills
and competencies an employer would like a graduate to have and those a graduate
actually possesses when first entering the workplace. Work placement has long
been cited as a means to bridge that gap (Stout and Schweikart, 1989; Armitage,
1991; Simons and Higgins, 1993; Coco, 2000; Bui and Porter, 2010). Extant
literature on the benefits of work placement extols the virtues of embedding work
placement in accounting degree programmes for the students and the employers. As
the student develops valuable employability skills during work placement, the
graduate is seen to be more work ready (Coco. 2000) and therefore more likely to
fit the employers needs of what they are looking for from someone entering the
work place. For employers it provides an extended period to vet students for
graduate position (Gault et al., 2000; Beard, 2007), a cost-effective solution to
hiring for short-term projects (Perkins, 2002) and a valuable link with local colleges
(Gault et al, 2000; Me Gann and Anderson, 2012). These benefits put pressure on
HEIs to include work placement on their degree programmes (Buckley and El
Amond, 2010).
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In Ireland, there is inereasing popularity for the inelusion of work placement in
Degree programmes. However, Buckley and El Amond (2010) are concerned about
the dearth of research in work placement:

''While work placement has long since been incorporated into
many undergraduate programmes in Ireland, there is a
significant lack of research in this area'" (p.9).

In 2013, a survey conducted in Ireland, as part of the REAP (Roadmap for
Employment-Academic Partnerships) project explored the employers’ views of
work experience. I'he aim of the project is to improve communications between
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and employers. The reported results confirm
that employers view placement

in

third-level

favourably,

but

believe

communication with the HEIs is limited and is an issue which should be addressed
(Sheridan and Einehan, 2013). Sheridan and Linehan (2013) call for further
investigation in relation to the possibility of broader interaction developments
between employers and HEIs (Sheridan and Linehan, 2013).

"Future work could more thoroughly explore the development of
broader partnerships stemming from the work placement
interactions and the optimum conditions to exploit this
partnership developments" (p.8).

This study wishes to answer that calling by finding the employers’ perceptions of
how work placement should be structured in an accounting degree programme.

Before placement can become an integral part of a degree programme, as part of
the review process, a rationale has to be put forward for its inclusion. Part of this
rationale involves an investigation of its feasibility and also the views of all of the
stakeholders. Therefore in the rationale to include work placement in the accounting
degree programme in Cork Institute of Technology (CIT), the views of the students
and the academic staff were required, but also the views of the potential employers.
This study explores the employers’ perception of how work placement should be
structured.

1.5

Objective of this Study

The objective of this study is to examine:

The Structure of Work Placement in a Third-Level Accounting
programme: Employers Perspective
’

This objective will be achieved by answering three research questions. Firstly the
researcher will determine what attributes, skills and competencies the employer
would expect of an intern. The will be achieved by answering the following
question:

1. What qualities would an employer expect an intern to possess
upon starting a work placement programme?

Secondly to determine what is the ideal duration and timing of a work placement
programme, the following question will be sought:
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2. What is the ideal duration and timing of a work placement
programme from the employers’ perspective?
Finally to determine the supports offered to the students in association with
placement, the following question will be investigated:

3. What supports and advice would employers offer to the intern
in association with work placement?
The findings from these research questions will help the researcher to achieve the
overall research objective.

1.6

Focus of this Study

This dissertation will focus on the structure of work placement from the employers’
perspective. This is where this study will add to the literature. It is will focus on the
accounting degree programme in Cork Institute of Technology. This research
examined a range of employers from across Ireland to gather their opinions on the
ideal structure of a work placement programme in a third level degree course. Its
findings should be applicable to accounting programmes in other HEIs and also to
other business degree programmes.

1.7

Limitation of this Research

In fulfilment of the requirements for a Masters in Business (Research), this
dissertation was the first major piece of academic research undertaken by the
researcher.
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The main limitation of this study lies in the bias, or perceived bias of this study.
Fifty-eight employers took part in this study. This consisted of fifty-three employers
being surveyed and five being interviewed. Most of the survey respondents (79%)
were ACCA qualified as the ACCA funded part of the research. However ACCA
consists of a variety of employers in practice and industry, so the views of both
sectors was considered in the study.

To overcome the ACCA bias, surveys were also sent out to those listed on the
employer database from CIT. This database consists of qualified accountants from
all professional bodies. Perhaps this is limiting their responses to their opinion of
CIT students for placement and other employers may have been left out of the
sample. But because the survey was also sent to nationwide employers on the
ACCA database, the overall results were not limited to employers of CIT graduates.

As with any survey each respondent was given equal weighting. However of the
fifty-three respondent, it is impossible to fully analyse whether they were from the
Big 4, medium or smaller accountancy practices or industry. As most of the interns
will most likely be going to the Big 4 firms, perhaps more weight should be given
to their perspectives. However ensuring the anonymity of the responses was more
important in this study, so the ability to weight the responses had to foregone. The
researcher had originally aimed to get fifty responses to the survey, so fifty-three
was deemed an adequate number of respondents to the study.

1.8

Structure of the Study

An in-depth synthesis of the existing literature relating to this research is provided
in the next chapter of this study. Chapter Two commences with a definition of work
placement and experimental learning. It then discusses the benefits work placement
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programmes can offer students and then employers. The chapter then provides a
discussion of the critiques of work placement. Finally, the chapter then focuses on
work placement design and work placement studies in Ireland. The main writers
citied in this chapter are Buckley and El Amond (2010), Sheridan and Linehan
(2013) and Paisey and Paisey (2010) as well as Maertz Jr et al. (2014), Mihail
(2006) and Coco (2000).

Chapter Three sets out the research strategy chosen to achieve the research
objective. It commences with a definition of research and discusses the research
objective and research questions for this study. It then provides a description of
qualitative and quantitative research techniques and discusses a mixed method
approach. The chapter then justifies the use of survey and interviews for this study
with a description of the advantages and disadvantages for both. The chapter
concludes with an exploration of the research methodology used for this study.

Chapter Four provides a profile of Cork Institute of Technology (CIT), the third
level institute where the study is based. It discusses the history, the different
facilities and its staff and students. It then moves onto CIT's mission statement and
vision for the future. A discussion of the structure of CIT and the different
departments is also provided.

The findings of this research are discussed in Chapter Five. Similar to Chapter Two
the literature review, this chapter provides a discussion of the findings in relation
to the benefits work placement programmes can offer to students and employers.
This is followed by a discussion of the recruitment process and how employers will
advertise for candidates, the field of study preferred and the interview process for
interns. The characteristics of a successful candidate and the employers opinion
regarding exemptions and prior work experience are then outlined. Finally rhe

17

duration and timing of work placement, the interns duties and the support and
adviee offered to an intern during the work placement programme are explored.

Finally Chapter Six presents the conclusion of this research by answering, in detail,
the research questions of this paper. It validates the findings of the extant literature
review and adds to this body of literature. It eoncludes with suggestions for further
areas of research.

1.9

Conclusion

This chapter introduced the background to this research. It commented on the
extensive literature available on the influence of placement on students and the
dearth of literature on the employers' perspective. The chapter declared the research
objectives and the research questions that will be used to achieve this objective,
t his chapter outlined the accounting degree within CIT with a discussion of the
programmatic review. It also stated the limitations to this research. Chapter One
concluded with an outline of the structure of the remainder of the study, from the
literature review, research methodology, CIT, findings and conclusion.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1

Introduction

Work placement has long been a feature of third-level Business degree
programmes. Its benefits to the student have been widely discussed in the extant
literature, the focus of which has predominantly been on the building of skills and
competencies required in the workplace thus making the student “work ready”. The
benefits to the employer are also discussed in the extant literature. There is also
limited literature commenting on the limitations of these benefits. These critiques
lead to the question: Could placement be designed in such a way as to maximise the
benefits and minimise the downfalls?

This chapter commences with the definition of work placement as a tool of
experiential learning. It examines the benefits of work placement to the student and
the employer. It explores the literature for critiques of the work placement process.
Arising from these it will examine the extant literature on the design/structure of
work placement to optimise the benefits for the student and the employer. In
particular, for this study, the employer perception of a “good” structure for
placement is explored.

2.2

Work Placement - a tool of Experiential Learning

One of the most important puzzles of any profession is the conversion of students
into members (Sellers and Fogarty, 2014). Experiential learning is a means to aid
this conversion. Chickering (1977) states that experiential learning oecurs when a
person experiences “changes in judgements, feelings, knowledge or skill’’ resulting
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'\from living through an event or events” (p.63). Experiential learning is not a
modem phenomenon in education. One hundred years ago an educational reformer,
John Dewey, asserted the importance of experiential learning stating that the
process of living is what gives an individual the inclination to learn. He argued that
experiential approach to education need a sound theory of experience to guide its
conduct (Dewey, 1916). He believed that life and learning should be integrated.

Beard (2007) echoed this extension of learning beyond the class in her definition of
experiential learning. She defined it as:

"Structured, student centered, integrated curriculum-based
educational experiences utilizing practical applications and
active involvement that extend beyond the traditional classroom
setting” (Beard, 2007, p.208).

Over the last decade, this point was acknowledged in the UK when the British
government encouraged the ‘integration’ between curricular and learning
experiences associated with higher education and work. It embodies a belief that
integration will produce a greater economic return on expenditure on higher
education (Saunders and Machell, 2000).

Also the European Union is working towards the creation of a European Higher
Education Area (EHEA) where one of the main focuses will be increasing graduate
employability (Buckley and El Amond, 2010). According to the group:

"the role of higher education in this context is to equip students
with skills and attributes (knowledge, attitudes and behaviours)
that individuals need in the work place and that employers
require ” (Buckley and El Amond, 2010, p.2).
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The need for employability skills was highlighted in the findings of a survey
conducted in 2009 by the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) on education and
skills. The vast majority of respondents (78%) stated employability skills were one
of the most important factors when recruiting graduates. 82% of respondents stated
that improving students’ employability skills was the area to be prioritised in
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) over the coming years (Buckley and El
Amond, 2010).

As the focus on employability has increased over recent years, there has been
increasing interest in examining ways to integrate the development of these skills
into the undergraduate curriculum. Such methods always include work placement
as a suitable means to bridging that gap (Buckley and El Amond, 2010). Work
placement is an important experiential learning tool that offers students this
opportunity to integrate life and learning.

,

L

^ n -

I iSLii'y

SI

A report published in the UK in 2002 by the Department for Education and Skills
provides the definition of work placement that will be used in this study. It defines
work placement as:

“A planned period of work-based learning or experience, where
the learning outcomes are part of a course or programme of
study. This is usually provided outside the institution at which the
student is enrolled. Work placements may he a part ofa sandwich
course, a short placement, a work taster, temporary work or a
period of supported employment” (Department of Education and
Skills, 2002, p.2).

Work placement is seen as W'planned transition from the classroom to the job”
(Coco, 2000, p.41). Many refer to it as a “bridge” from the classroom to the
workplace (Coco, 2000; Sheridan and Linehan, 2013). This bridge is important to
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close the "perceived gap between traditional unhrsity education and a readiness

to enter the M^ork force” (Sheridan and Linehan, 013, p.2). The purpose of work
placement is therefore seen as providing third-leel students with the opportunity
to observe how the knowledge they gained in a elssroom is applied in a workplace
setting.

Beard (1998) stated that prior research found that/ork placement ean significantly
and positively enhance the knowledge base an motivational level of aspiring
accountants. These experienees can make their susequent study more meaningful
and develop the student professionally before etry into the marketplace. Later
Paisey and Paisey (2010) completed their study f two Scottish Universities, one
with an honours degree in Accounting and Fiance which incorporated work
placement and the other with an honours degree iiAccounting and Finance that did
not incorporate work placement. They found that agrees which incorporate a work
plaeement element were a useful compliment 3 more traditionally structured
degrees (Paisey and Paisey, 2010).

The importance of work plaeement was also emhasised in 2005 when the U.S.
Labor Department predieted that there were eigben million graduates competing
for fourteen million college level jobs. As the fcmer Secretary of Labor, Robert
Reieh, pointed out, 80% of these jobs will rquire some vocational training
(Watson, 1995). It is not surprising, therefore, th: students (and their parents) are
inereasingly coneemed about undergraduate prepration for employment following
four years of tuition. Work plaeement provides ae of the best ways of obtaining
this experience or vocational training (Tooley, 197).
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2.3

Work Placement in Accounting Education

Traditionally third-level accounting programmes were content oriented to ensure
that the student had the necessary technical knowledge to pass third-level exams
and gain exemptions from professional examinations (AAA, 1986). Since the mid
1980’s, professional accounting bodies, employers of accounting graduates and
academics have all criticised accounting programmes for failing to equip students
with “employability skills” (AAA, 1986). This is especially important in a rapid
changing business environment (Bui and Porter, 2010). In 1990, the Accounting
Education Change Commission (AECC, 1990) stressed that students should be
"active participants in the learning process, not passive recipients of information ”,
it believed that "learning hy doing should he emphasised” (p.309). Howieson
(2003) suggests that in coming years, even greater change will be required in
accounting practice to meet the changing business environment and that this in turn
will further influence the future decisions of accounting education.

In order to gain a better understanding of the employers’ expectations of HEl
accounting programs, Pan and Perera (2012) collected data from potential
employers who manage their own staff recruitment activities, and recruitment
agencies who act on behalf of many potential employers. The sample consisted of
a total of 337 participants. In relation to skills and competencies, over 90% of
respondents indicated that communication, problem solving and time management
were either important or very important. Over 80% of employers identified
adaptability and teamwork. Over 70% of respondents identified accounting ethics,
application of accounting techniques, critical thinking, information gathering and
evaluation as important or very important. Attributes sharing, community
involvement and concerns for sustainability were treated as least important as more
than 60% of the respondents chose neutral or not important for those skills (Pan and
Perera. 2012).
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The need to enhance soft skills of accounting graduates was further emphasised by
a study completed in Malaysia by Maelah et al (2011). Again they stressed that the
requirement for these enhanced skills is due to increasing competition in an everchanging global market place. Similar needs and shortcomings have been identified
among American graduates (Albrect & Sack, 2000) and Australian and British
accounting graduates (Gammie et al., 2002: Howieson, 2003) Schools of
Accounting should provide appropriate soft skills’ orientation, attitudes, attributes
and competencies to future accounting graduates and business managers (Maelah
et ah, 2011).

A study conducted by Maelah et al. (2011) found that trainees from the Bachelor
of Business programme perceived they had developed various soft skills in
particular time management, oral communications and working in a group while on
work placement. They had also gained great benefits and developed attributes stated
as industrial training course and programme outcome.

Another study conducted by Paisey and Paisey (2010) looking at the employers and
students perspective on the development of skills during work placement. They
found that placement appeared to be the most successful at fostering the ability to
extract and analyse information from a variety of sources, time management,
meeting deadlines, the ability to interpret financial information, computer ability
and oral communication skills. However, other skills were not developed to the
same extent such as creative thinking, the ability to generate practical ideas and
problem solving skills. They suggested that these may be better suited to
development elsewhere in the degree programme.

The use of ''structured and career-relevant work experience ” (Taylor, 1998, p.393)
is widely accepted as a suitable tool to acquire employability skills. It gives
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accounting students the opportunity to apply the knowledge gained from their
studies in a working setting whilst simultaneously allowing them to enhance their
employability skills (Gracia, 2010; Sheridan and Linehan, 2013).

2.4

Benefit of Work Placement for Students

Academie and practitioner members of the accounting profession have recognised
the contribution work placement can make to the study and the employer. Work
placement can offer many benefits to students including building skills and
competencies required by employers, making them better insight into their future
careers, complementing classroom learning, giving the potential for a graduate
position in the firm and offers a competitive advantage once in the world of work.

2.4.1

Builds skills and Competencies

There is a well-documented gap between the skills and competencies required by
employers and possessed by students when they graduate (Stout and Schweikart,
1989; Armitage, 1991; Simons and Higgins, 1993; Bui and Porter, 2010). Work
placement is advocated as a vehicle for developing more effectively skills such as
communication, teamwork and problem solving whieh has been found to be
deficient in accounting students (Allen, 1991; CVCP, 1998; Marshall and Mill,
1993; Mihail, 2006) and therefore allows interns to build and improve on their skills
and competencies. Work experience offers students a transition experience from the
college to the work environment where they learn job related knowledge along with
workplace skills.

For example a study condueted by Little and Harvey (2006) found that most
students indicated that their communication and interpersonal skills developed as a
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result of work placement. Oral communication in particular was one area where
students reported there was a vast improvement. Students felt that having to contact
and talk to people in other departments and represent their own departments
enhanced the skills as this was an area in which they weren’t confident at the
beginning of work placement.

The number of graduates entering the market place is increasing so there is more
pressure to develop employability skills to offer students a competitive edge
(Harvey et al., 1997). Research conducted by Bowes and Harvey (2000) confirmed
that students opting for degrees which contain placements are better prepared for
their future career in comparison with students who lack this experience. Mihail
(2006) also found in his study that students felt the practical field experience made
them more marketable as “ready to work employees”. Maelah e( al., (2011) found
that 54% of students believe that employability is a benefit that is strongly
developed with work experience and the remaining 46% believe it is moderately
developed. This results in increased pressure on HEIs to offer work placement
programmes and better equip students with the skills required for entering the
working world upon graduation (Wallace and Murray, 1999; Buckley and El
Amond, 2010; Sheridan and Linehan, 2013).

2.4.2 Better insight into Future Career

Work placement has been suggested as a means of providing a basis upon which
students can make more informed decisions about their future career (CIHE, 1998).
Research conducted by Walmsley et al. (2006) shows that students are grateful for
the opportunity work experience presents as they find it very beneficial in relation
to getting an insight into their future career. During placement they have an
opportunity to learn more about their area of interest and also companies in which
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they may be interested in working (Maertz Jr et al., 2014). Work experience offers
students an opportunity to try out their career choice.

A small number of students who took part in Little and Harvey’s study in 2006 were
continuing to work for their placement organisation after the end of their work
placement on a part-time basis during their final year of college. They continued
with the intention of becoming full-time employees upon graduation. While these
students had no definite career plans prior to work placement, their positive
experiences had helped them to decide to continue working in the same area (Little
and Harvey, 2006).

2.4.3 Complements classroom learning
Work placement presents an alternative means of learning rather than sitting in the
classroom (Beard, 2007). Toncar and Cudmore (2000) discussed how placement
allows students to become active participants in their own learning by giving them
the opportunity to combine classroom and real life learning. The majority of
contributors to this strand of literature found that work placement provided a way
to gain a deeper understanding of their academic work (Koehler, 1974; English and
Koeppen, 1993; Duignan, 2003) and also a greater sense of self-accomplishment
(Toncar and Cudmore, 2000). For example, Koehler (1974) examined 226 students
who participated in an internship programme, finding students performed better
academically as a result of completing the internship experience. In contrast
however Knechnel and Snowball (1987), when comparing students’ performance
in different subject areas before and after the internship period, found no significant
differences between students who had obtained work experience and those who had
not. Interestingly, the exception in their findings was in the area of auditing where
they found that interns performed considerably better than non-intems. Later
English and Koeppen (1993) found that students who took part in an internship
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programme experienced an increase in their grade point average (English and
Koeppen, 1993). Beard (1998) found that placement increase the knowledge base
and motivational level of future accounting graduates. Duignan (2003) also
suggests that, the core competencies learned by students’ whilst on placement could
be used to potentially improve academic performance.

2.4.4 Potential for a graduate position in the firm

The extant literature finds that interns regularly receive full-time job offers from
their work experience employers (Hazelwood, 2004; Mihail, 2006; Maertz Jr et al,
2014). Hazelwood (2004) discovered the conversion rate of an internship into a full
time position to be 50 - 65%. Mihail (2006) later added in his study in a Greek
University that 78% of work placements in the private sector had resulted in
graduate positions. They see that work placement offers the student a realistic job
preview and an insight into the work they would be doing, thus helps them
determine not only whether they are a good fit for the profession, but also for the
particular company (Maertz Jr et al., 2014).

'‘Should a full time offer materialise, the (work placement) offers
a unique opportunity for the intern to learn about and evaluate
the organisation prior to accepting the job” (Maertz Jr et al.,
2014, p.l29).

Typically 30% of each years graduating seniors have job offers before graduation,
if the student completed an internship this percentage jumps to 58%. (Maelah et al.,
2011).
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Placement can be the most impressive listing on a students’ resume and it can be
the deciding factor by potential employers (Ramos, 1997). This experience is often
the only relevant work experience that college graduates have upon entering the job
market and it can make students more marketable (Maertz Jr et al., 2014). Research
has shown that job applicants with direct industry experience through work
experience receive more job offers as well as higher starting salaries than applicants
who did not have work placements (Taylor, 1988). Having a placement (or better
yet, placements) can often mean the difference between getting a job offer or not
(Horowitz, 1996).). In 1997 King stated that a diploma from a top institution no
longer guarantees a job. In today’s highly competitive job market, the same can be
said for a degree. Today companies seek seasoned graduates, even for entry level
positions, and placement is often seen as the means of providing students with that
experience.

2.4.5 Competitive advantage in the world of work

Work placement is cited as a means of bridging the gap between the theory of the
classroom and the world of work. Through placement it is envisaged that what is
learnt in the classroom becomes clearer and more practical for the student.
Contributors to the accounting education literature believe that this can contribute
to accelerated job performance in the work place relative to those having had no
such experience (Toncar and Cudmore, 2000; Buckley and El Amond, 2010;
Maertz Jr et ai, 2014). In terms of career success, research from the US has shown
that students who complete work placement as part of their degree fared better in
the world of work when compared with non-work placement students (Buckley and
El Amond, 2010). Potential reasons for the better performance include a greater
sense of career direction as the students have had the opportunity to test drive a
career during work placement, exposure to corporate culture and work habits and
the development of valuable personal and professional networking contacts (Toncar
and Cudmore, 2000).
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2.5

Benefits for Employers

The benefits of placement are not just for the students. Through placement,
contributors to the education literature also extols the benefits to the employer.
These benefits include cultivation of a future permanent employee, lower turnover,
cost savings, exposure to Higher Education Institutions and Corporate Social
Responsibility.

2.5.1 Graduate Recruitment
Work placement can offer employers the opportunity to assess potential employees
before offering them long-term contracts ((HR Focus, 2005; Buckley and El
Amond, 2010; Maertz et ai, 2014). This is one of the most common reasons given
by employers for using interns (HR Focus, 2005). White and Fuller (2002) also
believe that by employing interns, publicity at universities is gained which will
contribute to expanding its pool of prospective job candidates.Work placement
programmes help fulfil this secondary public relations/recruiting role when a
successful intern is tells friends and career guidance officers that a particular
company is a good place to work (Maertz el al, 2014).

Once hired, former interns also do not need the same degree of socialization,
training, and adjustment period that most new college hires require. A former intern
is more of a “known quantity” and thus, an employer can better place the person in
a position that will best suit the company, assuming that the intern may be
knowledgeable enough to contribute relatively quickly after hire. They may also
bring new ideas or perspectives to the work from their academic studies, adapted to
the relatively familiar context which would serve as an advantage over other new
hires (Maertz et al, 2014).
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2.5.2 Lower Turnover

Employers will further benefit as graduates they take on should possess more
realistic expectations of employment situations, be less likely to experience entry
or reality shock on starting a lull time job, require less training, be more ambitious
and motivated (Bennett et al., 2008). Although research evidence is limited, interns
may be more loyal towards the company and stay longer than the average nonintem hire (Beard, 2007; Maertz et al, 2014). This is further emphasised by a recent
survey conducted of 169 employers where 69% of respondents started that they had
a preference towards graduates whose degree included work placement (Bennett et
al., 2008). Employers have reported that college hires with either placement and/or
work experience have higher retention rates than those who lack placement or work
experience (National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2006).

2.5.3 Cost Saving

Work placement programmes can provide a number of cost saving opportunities for
the firm. Firstly as it offers an already known pool of familiar employees when
considering graduate recruitment, this can offer significant recruitment and
selection cost savings (Gault, Redington and Schlager, 2000) especially when
compared with other hires (Maertz et al, 2014). Where the firm hires previous
interns, the induction of new graduates into the work place is easier, faster and thus
cheaper (Barron, 1987). Secondly, work placement has also proven to be cost
effective allowing employers to use students rather than permanent employees for
certain tasks (Culshaw, 1987; Richardson and Blakeney, 1998). Interns can improve
the productivity of the firm by covering staff leave and assisting with work which
may prove too time consuming for their own staff to carry out (Buckley and El
Amond, 2010) which therefore offers the savings of hiring replacement staff.
Interns are often well suited to help with value added emergent or “back burner”
projects that would not otherwise be done, at far less labour cost while simultaneous

31

allowing full time employees to focus on more immediate priorities (Maertz et al,
2014). Together these factors indicate that internship can be a cost efficient means
to ensure that a steady stream of talented young employees join the organisation
without large staffing and compensation budgets (Maertz et al., 2014).

2.5.4 Exposure to Higher Education Institutions

Work placement can form connections between employers and HEIs. Fanthome
(2004) found that many organisations attach strategic importance to work integrated
learning by offering direct work experience to those who may be their future
employees. This enables the employer to cultivate a relationship with the higher
education institution and with the students with the view to developing a pipeline
of talent.

In a National Survey of Employers in Ireland (Me Gann and Anderson, 2012), 89%
of employers considered work placement as an important, or very important, part
of the engagement between HEIs and employers. Many employers have called for
more work placement within undergraduate courses, enhanced cooperation and
collaboration between enterprise and academia and the incorporation of more ‘real
life’ skills within higher education courses for graduates. This therefore points to
the role of the employer as an active participant in the formation of the graduate
rather than a passive recipient of the output of the higher education system.

2.5.5 Corporate Social Responsibility

In a listing of the benefits to firms of providing placement. Beard (1998) states that
effective communications with learning institutions enhances the company’s image
amongst the community and also the company is seen to be improving the education
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opportunities within the community. Paisey & Paisey (2009) cited Sharp & Shieff
(1992) stating that work placement can provide the opportunity for firms to make a
contribution to the community.

Perkins (2002) found that employers who are

actively involved in work experience programmes use this as an opportunity to
engage in corporate social responsibility and '‘‘emphasised the feel-good factor in
being able to give something back”{^32). Like Beard (1998), Perkins (2002)
further emphasised that this CSR leads to advancements in communication between
industry and higher education institutions which can benefit employers as they have
more of an insight into academic progression as well as contributing positively to
the quality of future employees.

HEIs also benefit from the corporate social responsibility that work placement
offers. They can ensure that the course m.aterial being taught is relevant to industry
(Buckley and El Amond, 2010). Work placement programmes will validate the
curriculum in a real world environment and help the university with student
placement after graduation. It can also offer other benefits such as guest lecturers
and field trips (Coco, 2000). Institutions offering work placement programmes
benefit through increased cooperation and rapport with the industry (English and
Koeppen, 1993). Work placement also promotes a favourable image of the college
by the quality of work of the intern (Thiel and Hartley, 1997). HEIs should see work
placements as a means of validating and updating their programs and a catalyst for
placing students after graduation (Coco, 2000).

2.6

Critiques of Placement

As illustrated above, work placement and the skills obtained by a student during
work placement can have many benefits for both students and prospective
employers. However, work placement is not without its critiques as illustrated
below. Work placement may not improve academic performance, may not result in
improved skills and competencies, may not improve a student’s focus upon return
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to college, learning can be limited as the work is not relevant and interns may be
poorly remunerated or receive no remuneration.

2.6.1 May not result in improved academic performance
The most controversial of all debates on work placement is whether or not it
improves academic performance, fhere are many studies with conflieting results
exploring whether or not work placement results in improved academic
performance. Several earlier quantitative studies found that there was no significant
difference in overall average grade performance between students who completed
work placement programmes and those who had not (Koehler, 1974; Knechel and
Snowball, 1987; Giaeomino, 1990). Also Warinda (2013) conducted a study
Zimbabwe on the perceptions of aecounting students on selected issues pre- and
post-internship. Questionnaires were issued to 112 students in the second week of
their third academic year immediately after they had completed work experience.
Warinda (2013) found that the internship experience did not improve the technical
and functional skills of the students and their knowledge in cost accounting and
control was not enhanced. As mentioned previously, in the (Knechel and Snowball
(1987) study the area in which interns performed better than non-interns was the
auditing undergraduate course. This may be because the auditing eourse is one
which is the most closely linked to the work placement programme experience. This
superior performance could be due to substantive knowledge benefits of work
placement (Knechel and Snowball, 1987).

Little and Harvey (2006) reports that there is insufficient evidence to support the
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theory that work experience improves academic performance stating that;

'‘Very little research explicitly explores how the placement
experience translates into academic development from the point of
view of current students. Much is taken for granted, the observed
maturity of undergraduates returning from a period of work
placement is assumed to carry over into a more studious or
reflective approach to learning but there is little direct evidence to
be found of this in the literature ” (p.2).

However, English and Koeppen (1993) found that students who had completed a
work placement programme performed significantly better than students who had
not. Martin and Wilkerson (2006) in a study of 35 students studying a Master of
Science in Accountancy (MSA) in Wake Forest University found that in general
students agreed that work placement provided them with a greater, broader
knowledge. It provided a better understanding of how prior academic work was
beneficial in subsequent academic work and improved understanding of concepts.
These mixed results provide little evidence as to the real academic value of work
placement (Martin and Wilkerson, 2006).

2.6.2 May not result in improved skills and competencies
Muhamad et al. (2009) undertook a study of 156 accounting students in Malaysia
before and after they completed a work placement programme to measure the gap
in interns’ perceptions of what can be achieved before they go on work placement
compared to what is actually achieved from work placement upon completion. The
development of interpersonal skills, exposure to technology used in the workplace,
provision of relevant knowledge and practical experience to assist in adapting to
future working environments and preparation to be a better employee in the future
were some of the areas where students felt they would be better prepared for upon
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completion of work placement (Muhamad et al., 2009). These findings were similar
to that of Lam and Ching (2007) which indicated that students’ expectations of
improvement in skills are not met.

Duignan (2002) also points out that the skills learnt on placement are not those
examined in the academic environment on return to college. The placement student
is a transient addition to the workplace, adjusting to the transition from the world
of higher education to the world work. Each of these would have distinctively
different value and reward systems. While on placement, the learning environment
is radically different from that of higher educational institution: the primary
function of the workplace is not teaching or learning; it is the operation of the
business (Duignan, 2002). While students did not fail to learn while on placement,
they may have failed "to exploit to the full the learning potential of the placement"
(Duignan, 2002, p.216) with respect to those attributes valued and evaluated by
academics (Duignan, 2002).

2.6.3 May not improve focus upon return to college
Kolb (1984) argues that although experience is very beneficial to students, it is only
if the students receive feedback on their experience and reflect on their work, they
will be able to translate their experiences into learning outcomes. This means they
will not understand how to apply their new found knowledge in various
circumstances that may arise academically or in the workplace and will continue to
repeat the same mistakes.

The objective of Martin and Wilkerson’s (2006) study was to explore the changes
in student attitudes and perceptions as a result of work placement and the
implications of these changes. In contrast with their positive findings in relation to
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knowledge attributes noted in the previous section, the attitude effects of internship
received much more neutral responses. When students were asked if there was an
increase in academic motivation, increased interest in classes and increased
seriousness regarding academics, all aspects received a neutral response from
students in the post work placement programme period. A number of students also
commented that it was difficult to stay motivated upon their return to college when
they already had a job offer (Giacomino, 1990; Martin and Wilkerson, 2006). This
was further emphasised by Knechel and Snowball (1987) who discussed how
returning to the classroom learning environment may be an anti-climax for students,
especially if the work placement has resulted in a graduate offer. Other students
stated that after doing the internship they were motivated to study topics that they
believed were relevant to their future careers, but were not motivated when topics
were being covered that they did not think were relevant (Martin and Wilkerson,
2006).

2.6.4 Not obtaining appropriate experience
Not all work placements are equal. Coco (2000) describes some placements as more
closely aligned to sweatshops. Management may even believe that they are doing
the intern a favour by employing them (Courtis and Zaid, 2002). While recognising
that exploitation does exist. Coco (2000) believes that this does not prevent the
student from demanding more meaningful work or walking away from a situation
that treats them unfairly. Muhamed et al. (2009) further elaborated students not
being treated fairly during work placement. In their study of243 students they found
that students did not obtain the relevant knowledge and practical experience to
assist them to better adapt to a working environment in the future. This may indicate
that students are not being given appropriate or specific tasks to expose them to a
working world environment and experience (Muhamed et al., 2009).
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As highlighted by Lam and Ching (2007) intern students are normally treated as
floating members to make up for those employees who are overworked or on annual
leave or sick. This was echoed by Perlin (2012) in relation to work placement in the
White House. The interns are treated like volunteers to help staff achieve what
would have been beyond their ability unless they employed more staff.

2.6.5 Poor or no Remuneration for Interns

Unpaid work placements has become increasingly widespread over recent years.
Although the main focus of work experience is to develop skills and knowledge
appropriate for the workplace and not the pay received, students are still concerned
with the issue of unpaid work experience. Buckley and El Amond (2010) reported
that only 36% of respondents reported that their work placement was paid. It is now
proving a lot more difficult to secure paid placement and in some instances
employers would only agree to taking a student if they do not have to pay them
(Buckley and El Amond, 2010). Many employers cite either not financially able to
pay interns or an embargo preventing them from taking on and paying interns as
the reasons for non-payment. This in turn leads to significant concerns among HEI
staff such as ethical issues regarding the potential exploitation of interns, lack of
student motivation to complete an unpaid placement and the inequality when some
students will be paid and others will not (Mihail, 2006; Buckley and El Amond,
2010). However often because the employer was unable to pay the student they
invested more time into mentoring and training the student in order to give the
student the best overall experience (Buckley and El Amond, 2010).

Perlin (2012) believes that HEIs should evaluate the legality of publicising and
approving of unpaid work placements. In the US, under the Fair Labour Standards
Act, an intern is considered to be an employee regardless of their experience or the
duration of the contract and are entitled to minimum wage and other protections
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under the Act. By law, there are very few situations where you can ask someone to
do real work for free (Berlin, 2012).

“They are failing to prevent and even facilitating their own
students' exploitation, publicising and supporting illegal
employer bids for cheap labour” (Berlin, 2012, p.87).

What interns do not realise by applying for these unpaid work placements is the lack
of pay also means a lack of rights. These interns will have no standing in court as
employees, regardless of how long they have worked in the company:

“Student interns now exist in a legal void, falling betw’een the
cracks of legal protections for workers and legal protections for
students"' (Berlin, 2012, p.78).

In the eyes of the law, unpaid interns are neither students nor employees so are
invisible in terms of the law. In a survey of over 700 colleges, Berlin (2012) found
that 95% reported that they allow advertisements for unpaid work placement to be
placed in the college campus and college website. Colleges also claim that they lack
the capacity to remove unsuitable or illegal placements from their websites or career
days. This reluctance is particularly strong if the employer is well respected either
locally or nationally (Berlin, 2012). The White House staff believe that taking such
privileged work placements without pay is an expected sacrifice (Berlin, 2012).
Unpaid work placement is also widespread in the UK. Of the interns amongst the
Members of Barliament, less than 1% receive minimum wage and nearly 50% were
never reimbursed for expenses. Estimated figures show that unpaid interns have
saved MEB’s £5million per year (Berlin, 2012).
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2.6.6 Inappropriate Duration and Timing of Work Placement

Coco (2000) states that work experience operates differently across the world, one
of the main differences being the length of the work placement period. Lowe (1965)
found that work experience programmes were less valuable if the duration is too
brief Goodman (1982) agreed, reporting that many firms were dissatisfied with
four to five week work placements. They were much more satisfied with the results
when the period was extended to between four and thirty weeks with the ideal
period being eight to twelve weeks. Mihail (2006) found from his interviews of 11
business students from a Greek University following their work placement, that
most of the interns had a preferenee for a six to nine month work placement
programme, rather than three months. Although Mihail (2006) had a small sample,
the opinions obtained are quite significant as Greek students strongly value
employability skills and preparing students for work as Greece has the highest
youth unemployment rate in the European Union. They felt that with a longer work
placement period they could learn more (Mihail, 2006). This was further
acknowledged by Muhamad et al. (2009). In their questionnaire of 156 accounting
students in Malaysia, they found that the majority of interns think that the most
appropriate work placement period should be six months.

Courtis and Zaid (2002) questioned at what stage during the academic year should
work experience occur. The majority of firms believe students should complete
certain core modules before applying for a work placement programme. They felt
that this means most students may find it difficult to obtain work experience before
their final year of college at which point it may be too late to ineorporate the
knowledge gained through work experience into their education (Courtis and Zaid,
2002).
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2.7

Work Placement Studies in Ireland

In an effort to quantify the level of undergraduate work placement programmes in
Irish Higher Education Institutions, Buckley and El Amond (2010) reported the
results of the first comprehensive national survey on undergraduate work
placement. This was conducted over several months in 2009 and 2010. They
identified over 400 degree courses (69% of which were Level 8 course) from 23
Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) that had a work placement element as part of
the curriculum. Placement appears to be most common in science and computing
programmes with almost 37% of the courses identified falling under this discipline.
Encouragingly they did find that placement is also popular in business related
courses, with nearly 25% of identified work placements coming from this field.

There was a huge variance found in the number of students involved in work
placement programmes. Some HEIs, Tralee Institute of Technology and the
National College of Art and Design, reported less than 400 students involved in
placement while others, such as the University of Limerick, had up to 1000 students
involved (Buckley and El Amond, 2010). This is surprising when almost all of the
placement programmes are compulsory for students with only 10% being given the
option whether or not to undertake work placement as part of their undergraduate
study (Buckley and El Amond, 2010). Third year seemed the most common year
for a work placement programme with 75% of those surveyed holding placement
in that year (Buckley and El Amond, 2010).

Galan-Muros et al, (2013) carried out a review of the state of university-business
cooperation in Ireland. They suggested a focus on fostering relationships between
academics and business people together. This concluded that it is important to
develop stronger relationships between universities and business. As a result of this
Sheridan and Linehan (2013) conducted further research as part of the REAP
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(Roadmap for Employment - Academic Partnership) project. Their aim was to
develop and validate a model for the engagement between HEIs and employers.
The REAP project began as a Cork Institute of Technology led consortium
comprising of seven other Institutes of Technology and Universities. The concept
of the partnership is extended beyond a learning partnership. Through exploring
examples of existing good practice in higher education - industry interactions and
identifying enablers and barriers, the work can then focus on developing re-usable
toolkits to support enhanced cooperation. The result is both the HEIs and employers
are encouraged to seek out opportunities to engage with each other and to identify
any barriers to engagement within their systems and processes.

"Through the REAP project it is intended that enterprises will
view HEIs as key service providers and strategic partners”
(Sheridan and Linehan, 2013, p.5).

The work of the REAP project consortium explicitly explores the practice
surrounding work placement as an embedded element of higher education in Ireland
and shows how the benefits of work placement outweigh the difficulties involved.
The REAP project developed the employers’ view of work placement from a
number of different sources and a short set of questions was then designed to
explore employers’ views of the benefits work placement can offer their
organisations, the benefits to students as well as looking at ways to improve work
placement (Sheridan and Linehan, 2013). The main contribution of the REAP
project was setting out a series of guidelines and good practices around work
placements that was based on feedback from academics, employers and students
(Sheridan and Linehan, 2013). Two areas employers highlighted was the need for
clear communication with higher education institutions and the opportunity for
further interaction with the institute after the work placement period such as guest
speakers (Sheridan and Linehan, 2013).

42

2.8

Work Placement Design

One of the main reasons why placements may not live up to expectations is that
they are often badly designed (Boumer and Elleker, 1993; Ryan, Toohey and
Hughes, 1996). In order to counteract the criticisms of work placement, it is
imperative to ensure that work placement is appropriately designed to elicit the
learning transfer (Duignan, 2002; Sheridan and Lenihan 2015). HEIs need to focus
on what is to be achieved through placement, and be aware of the learning
constraints on the student during placement. As HEIs have a mission to promote
academic excellence, there is a need to examine the learning mechanisms and
potentialities of placement and its relationship to academic tasks, with a view to
structuring the placement to optimise any potential academic benefits (Duignan,
2002).

Both HEIs and employers need to plan and manage the placement more effectively
and build the relationship between the HEl and the employer (Bourner and Elleker,
1993; Ryan, Toohey and Hughes, 1996; Duignan, 2002; Sheridan and Lenihan,
2015). This dissertation focuses on the employers’ perspective of their preferred
structure of work placement in an accounting third-level degree programme. Other
than Sheridan and Linehan (2013), very little has been explored on employers’
views of how placement should be designed so as to not only maximise the benefit
for the student, but also for the employer.

2.9

Conclusion

This chapter discussed how the literature sees work placement as a tool for
experiential learning. Work placement is advocated as a means to building of skills
and competencies thus develop employability skills and gives the student the
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opportunity to apply the knowledge gained from an academic setting to the working
world. It also offers preparation for a future career, the potential for a graduate
position within the firm and a competitive advantage within the world of work. The
benefits work placement offers employers as cited in the literature were outlined,
namely graduate recruitment, lower turnover, cost savings, exposure to HEIs and
corporate social responsibility.

The chapter then focused on the critiques of work placement, namely how it may
not improve academic performance, how work placement may not improve skills
and competencies or improve focus when a student returns to college, how to
experience obtained may not have been appropriate experience for the student,
work placement of an inappropriate duration and timing and especially the area of
unpaid work placement and the effects this has upon the student. The chapter then
discussed work placement in Ireland, with specific focus on the REAP project
within CIT which looks at opportunities for HEIs and employers to engage with
each other. Finally the chapter concluded by looking at the extant literature on the
structure of work placement and the need for this to be explored further. This is
what led the researcher to the formation of research objectives.
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Chapter 3 Methodology
3.1

Introduction

This chapter commences with the definition of the term ‘research’ and concludes
with justifications of the research methodology chosen for this study. This chapter
describes how the researcher arrived at the research objective by finding a gap in
the existing literature in this area. It sets out the research objective and resultant
research questions and then determines the methodology to be used to answer these
questions. The chapter then concludes with a discussion of surveys and interviews
and why these methods were chosen for this study.

3.2

Research Definition

Collis and Hussey (2009) define research as “a systematic and methodical process
of enquiry and investigation’' (p.3) with the intended result of “increasing
knowledge" (p.3). There is a consensus among research methodology textbooks
that the purpose of research is to investigate a research question with a view to
generating knowledge. For example Saunders et al. (2009) described research as:

"something that people undertake in order to find out things in a
systematic way, thereby increasing their knowledge ” (p.5).

Once research questions or objectives are determined, researchers need to find the
most appropriate methods for collecting and analysing research data and then apply
them rigorously (Collis and Hussey, 2009). This ultimately results in the creation
of new knowledge (Collis and Hussey, 2009; Kothari and Gaurav, 2004).
Researchers use this knowledge to form an objective conclusion, that can be used
to benefit an organisation, the market or the economy (Zikmund et al. 2012).
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Research is thus a voyage of discovery from the known into the unknown (Kothari
and Gaurav, 2004). The first step of the research process in this study was the
formulation of the research objective and research questions (Saunders et al., 2003;
Kumar, 2005) from that the research methodology was determined.

3.3

Formulation of the Research Objective

The research objective should be specified as clearly as possible, in terms of what
end results the proposed project is expected to achieve, not how these results will
be achieved (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). In that way the objective establishes
exactly what knowledge is required by the researcher. In particular there may be a
gap in the extant knowledge that the researcher is wishing to fill.

'"Research objectives are set to gather the specific hits of
knowledge that need to he gathered, in order to close the
information gaps ” (Burns and Bush, 2008, p.9).

As a first step in refining the research objective, an in-depth review of extant
literature in the area should be conducted. According to Hakim (1987), the literature
review is:

“commonly part of the ground clearing and preparatory work
undertaken in the initial stages of empirical research ” (Hakim,
1987, p.l7).

The literature review in this study involved searching academic journals, books,
online databases. The search terms “placement” and “work experience” were used
initially.
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The researcher of this study graduated from the Bachelor of Business (Honours) in
Accounting from Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) in 2011. She then worked as
an accountant in a small practice for three years, before returning to college to do a
Masters in Business (Research). She was initially interested in examining the
influence of placement on students, however after reading the extant literature she
found that there was extensive research on the advantages and disadvantages of
placement to students entering work placement but a dearth of literature on
employers’ expectations of students. Also due to the programmatic review in Cork
Institute of Technology, there was an opportunity for this research to have an impact
on the evidence-based development of programmes in CTT. This was a viable and
interesting piece of research for this Masters.

3.3.1 Literature Review

A literature review is the process of reading, analysing, evaluating and then
summarising material about a specific topic (Nordquist, 2013). It gives a theoretical
basis for the research being carried out and supports the researcher in determining
the nature of their research (Boote and Beile, 2005). Anderson (2006) defines the
literature review process as a:

‘'summary, analysis and interpretation of the theoretical,
conceptual and research literature related to a topic or theme ”
(p.76).
Reviewing the literature allows the researcher to familiarise themselves with their
chosen area (sagepub.com). It should not be seen as a collection of other peoples’
views but as a qualitative analysis of the work performed by others (McCracken,
1988). Once the literature review is finished, the researcher should have a list of
areas from which he/she can form questions (McCracken, 1988). It gives a
theoretical basis for the research being carried out and supports the researcher in
determining the nature of their research (Boote and Beile, 2005). It is seen as a
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means to an end, a method used by researchers in formulating additional questions
about a topic (Yin, 2003). It allows the researcher to work at a higher conceptual
standard with other peoples’ work, and to see how the researchers work contributes
to knowledge and meaning (Wisker, 2008).

3.3.2 Gap in the Literature Review

As a result of reviewing the available literature, the researcher recognised a gap
which has not yet been adequately covered. Much has been written about the
influence of placement on students however very little has been written about
employers’ expectations of students entering into work placement. Cork Institute
of Technology (CIT) is currently reviewing its accounting degree programme and
is considering introducing placement for students. The researcher decided that this
would be a worthy area of research and went about forming a clear research
objective. The objective of this study is explore:

The Structure of Work Placement in a Third-Level Accounting
programme: Employers ’ Perspective

This research aims to achieve this objective by answering the following questions:

1. What qualities would an employer expect an intern to possess
upon starting a work placement programme?
2. What is the ideal duration and timing of a work placement
programme from the employers’ perspective?
3. What supports and advice would employers offer to the intern
in association with work placement?
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3.4

Research Strategy

Saunders et al. (2009) define research strategy as “the general plan of how the

researcher will go about answering the research question” (p. 600). A research
strategy provides direction and the process by which the research is conducted. It
provides the means of getting from the questions to conclusions (Rowley, 2002).
When conducting research there are two general research strategies methods:
qualitative and quantitative methods (Rhodes, 2013; Adam and Healy, 2000). A
qualitative research method is used to gain an understanding of options, reasons and
motivations whereas quantitative research is used to quantify the problem by a way
of producing numerical data that can be converted into working statistics. The
choice between qualitative and quantitative modes of enquiry depends upon the aim
of the research and the use of the findings (Kumar, 2005). Benbassat (1987) has the
same opinion stating that research methods are classified according to ‘‘‘‘the question

being investigated" (Benbassat, 1987, p. 48).

3.4.1 Qualitative Research Techniques

Qualitative research can be described as the approach to the world “out there” and
aims to explore the attitudes, behaviour and experiences of social phenomena “from
the inside” by getting an in-depth opinion from a range of participants (Dawson,
2009; Flick 2007). Qualitative research uses text as the empirical material as oppose
to quantitative research using just numbers. Because of this qualitative research can
be described as:

“less artificial and less superficial than quantitative research and
can provide highly valid data. It aims to get below the surface,
beyond the ‘top of the mind’, rational response” (Me Givem,
2009, p. 162).
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The analysis generated as a result of qualitative research is thick, integrative with
detailed descriptions, understanding and insight rather than just measurement
(Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005; Me Givem, 2009). Qualitative methods are also
often useful as an exploratory phase of research. Qualitative data analysis is
essential when the researchers have little knowledge about the area of investigation
and where the social context of people’s lives is of critical significance
(Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005).

When looking to collect qualitative data about the area of study, there are several
methods which the researcher can use. These include surveys, interviews and focus
groups. The main method for conducting qualitative research is interviews. One of
the main advantages of an interview is that it gives the researcher the opportunity
to meet the subjects and

"can provide both the detailed information you set out to
collect and some fascinating contextual or other information

”

(Wisker, 2008, p. 192).

Interviews are also very flexible. The interviewer has the opportunity to interact
with the respondents and react to their responses. The interviewer can then react
accordingly and alter the way questions are asked if necessary (Me Givem, 2009).

Focus groups are another method of qualitative data collection. A focus group
allows the research to bring together a small group of people and then moderate a
discussion about their case study while ensuring each individual contributes their
opinions. This is a useful method of capturing the responses of a small group of
people (Wisker, 2008). They also allow for comparison to take place, both within
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the focus group itself and among different focus groups generating more
information for the researcher (Flick, 2009).

Surveys give the opportunity to gain a wider breath of responses, something which
is hard to administer with interviews, within a given time frame and budget. A
survey allows for the questions to be tailored exactly to the needs of the study
(Alreck and Settle, 1995). This enables the researcher to gain a large quantity of
information within a given time scale.

The main downfalls of qualitative research relate to the interpretation of the data.
The first area of concern is the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of
qualitative data when analysing it. During the process of coding the data, there is a
possibility that the words or images get taken literally out of context. Therefore the
meaning of the data is lost or transformed (Denscombe, 2003). The context is an
integral part of the qualitative data, and refers to both events surrounding the
production of the data, and events and words that precede and follow the actual
extracted pieces of data that are used to form the units for analysis. The second area
of concern is the researcher’s interpretive skills, it is possible that more than one
explanation is valid. Rather than a presumption that there must be only one correct
explanation, it allows for the possibility that different researchers might reach
different conclusions, even though both researchers have used broadly the same
methods (Denscombe, 2003).

3.4.2 Quantitative Research Techniques

Quantitative Research is the collection of data in a structured and standardised way
using methods such as a survey or a structured interview and presenting the results
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in a numerical format using tables, graphs or charts (Dawson, 2009; Me Givem,
2009). Quantitative research can be used to:

"address the objectives of conclusive research enquiries. It
provides sparse descriptions of a relatively large number of
cases ” (Me Givem, 2009, p.46).

Surveys are a method of quantitative analysis. They gather information directly by
asking people a set of predetermined questions and using their responses as data for
analysis. Surveys allow for the collection of a large amount of data from a large
population of respondents (Wisker, 2008). However, often response rates are not as
high as expected due to the number of surveys received by individuals making them
reluctant to complete them (Wisker, 2008). Another method of quantitative data
collection is an interview. Unlike qualitative interviews, a quantitative interview is
structured and standardised.

"The questions are worded in exactly the same way and asked in
the same order in each interview " (Me Givem, 2009, p.47).

This gives the interviewer less scope to redirect the interview however it makes the
interview easier to analysis as the information received is consistent.

There are many advantages to quantitative research. The data is usually presented
in the form of tables, graphs or charts and this "'‘conveys a sense of solid, objective

research" (Denscombe, 2003, p.236) and is easier to analyse. Qualitative research
is also useful for describing the characteristics of a population or market such as
spending patterns, market and brand share and voting behaviour. It is useful for
measuring, quantifying, validating and testing theories (Me Givem, 2009).
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The downfall of qualitative research is its lack of flexibility as the collection of data
is extremely structured and standardised and can “produce superficial rather than
detailed description and understanding” (Me Givem, 2009, p.47). Closed
questions are often used in the collection of quantitative data and as a result the
researcher loses out on the respondents own words and view point. It has also been
argued that quantitative analysis is too narrow, obsessively mathematical, and of
little benefit to problems that involve complex multiple factors and uncertainty
(Hopper et al., 2001). There is also the loss of the comparison of the slight
differences between responses. This contributes to lower validity (Me Givem,
2009). To overcome this issue an open question can be placed at the end of a closed
question to extract more information from the respondent.

3.4.3 Qualitative V Quantitative Research
One issue that all researchers are confronted with is which research method to use.
There are justified reasonings why either method is appropriate which usually
depend on the area of study. Qualitative research is often more flexible and fluid in
its approach than quantitative statistical methods. However, as a result of this is can
be argued that it makes qualitative research less worthwhile because it is not
governed by clear rules and guidelines (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). Researchers
have also argued that the results lack the reliability and validity of quantitative
results. As stated by Liamputton and Ezzy (2005):

“the interpretative nature of qualitative data makes it ‘soft ’
science, lacking in reliability and validity, and of little value in
contributing to scientific knowledge in general” (p. 2).

In many cases, qualitative methods were developed because of critiques of
quantitative methods and research strategies (Flick, 2009). Qualitative research “A

53

good at uncovering the subtleties and nuances in responses and meanings as resuir
(Me Givern, 2009 p. 162). This is because it tends to be sensitive to the wider context
in which it is conducted.

While there are justified reasons for a researcher to use either qualitative or
quantitative methods of data analysis as part of their study as they are from two
different worlds of thought

'‘nonetheless many researchers combine both, using both
quantitative and qualitative methods and vehicles" (Wisker,
2008, p.75).

Take for example that the results of qualitative research into placement can be
measured to some extent in quantitative data also as the number of employers
choosing certain closed responses in a questionnaire or survey about their approach
towards placement ean be analysed. The statistics produced however do not tell us
about how or why employers choose or do not choose to take on a student as part
of a work placement programme. There are so many variables - such as having
work for a student, not having the capacity to take on a student and so on, that it
can be difficult to reach conclusions based solely on quantitative data (Wisker,
2008). According mixed methods can allow researchers to address

‘‘more complicated research questions and collect a richer and
stronger array of evidence than can be accomplished by any
single method alone" (Yin, 2014, p.66).
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A mixed method approach can often be beneficial as the methods can complement
each other.

‘'Qualitative data can often be used to explain the results of
quantitative research'’ (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005, p.5).

It can be difficult to understand why people rate themselves at a particular number
or rate on scales such as the Likert scales. Qualitative research can be beneficial as
it provides information about meanings and interpretations that can be used to
further assist in the interpretation of statistical data (Liamputtong and Lzzy, 2005).
Finally using mixture of qualitative and quantitative analysis of the data will
provide insight, discovery and interpretation.

For the purpose of this study two qualitative methods of data collection were used.
A survey was chosen as it allowed for the collection of a large number of responses
in a cost effective manner within a certain time scale. Then in-depth interviews were
used to gain rich data from a small number of respondents.

3.5

Survey

A survey is a popular means of gathering both quantitative and qualitative data. The
use of a survey enables the collection of information, from a sample of the
population, to describe, compare or explain knowledge, attitudes and behaviour
(Walliman, 2011; Fink, 1995b). In a survery the questions are designed in a careful
structure with a predetermined order to obtain reliable responses from a particular
group of people (Collis and Hussey, 2009). Online surveys allow the researcher to
email potential respondents (Collis and Hussey, 2009). This is becoming an
increasingly popular way of conducting a survey (Gray, 2004).
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3.5.1 Drafting the Survey

When drafting the questions to be included in a survey is it imperative to bear the
target audience in mind. Questions should be pitched at a level that will be
understood by and relevant to the respondent.

"Ifyour sample is composed of intelligent people who are likely
to he very knowledgeable about the topic in question, a high level
of complexity is acceptable however the general rule is to keep it
simple" (Collis and Hussey, 2009, p.l99).

All questions must be clearly linked to the research questions. To ensure this, it is
suggested to write a list of questions and then ruthlessly crossing out those which
are not important or which simply duplicate other questions (Dunsmuir and
Williams, 1990). Questions must also be written so that they are clear, easy to
answer and not misunderstood. The researcher must take care not to ask questions
which use jargon or vague or unclear language. Arksey and Knight (1999) as citied
by Gray (2004) suggested that phrases "such as 'average

‘regularly ’ and ‘a great

deal’ (Gray, 2004, p.l90) should be avoided as different people will interpret them
in a different way.

When carrying out a survey, the two main types of questions, open questions and
closed questions, which can be included:

"In open questions, respondents use their own words to
answer a question, whereas in closed questions prewritten
response categories are provided" (Dawson, 2009, p.89).
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Open questions "'allow respondents to formulate an answer in their own words”
(Groves et al., 2004. p.l56) as they contain answers that are recorded in full by the
respondent (Gray, 2004). Open ended questions can be a crucial tool when
conducting a survey. If the respondent feels comfortable about expressing their
opinions, a wealth of information can be provided and as a result a greater variety
of information is collected. Open-ended questions also reduce the possibility of
researcher bias (Kumar, 2005). Open-ended questions however are more
demanding and time consuming for the respondent. Having too many open
questions may lead to an increase in non-responses, and also may impact of the
accuracy of responses received. This needs to be considered when designing the
survey to ensure there is not an overload of open-ended questions.

A closed question offers the respondent a choice of predetermined answers. They
are easy to administer as the data analysis is usually a straightforward task (Me
Givern, 2009). There are several different categories of closed questions which can
be used in a survey. These included line questions where the respondent chooses
one response from a given list, category questions where only one response to the
question is possible and scale questions. Scale questions measure a variable. A
common type is the Likert scale where the respondents indicate how strongly they
agree or disagree with a given statement (Gray, 2004).

The main drawback of closed questions is that they restrict the richness of
alternative responses (Gray, 2004). Because a closed questions has limited
responses, even if the respondent wanted to give a different response they have no
option to do so. There is also a greater possibility of investigator bias because the
researcher may list only the research patterns that they are interested in (Kumar,
2005). To try to overcome this, the researcher can place an open question at the end
of some of the closed questions. Having an “other, please specify” option would
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allow the respondent to complete the question accurately if the pre-designed answer
was not appropriate.

For surveys to be effective, along with appropriate questions, it is important that
they contain instructions to prevent the loss of data. It should not be assumed that
respondents know what the requirements are for each individual question.

“Unless instructions are made absolutely specific, it is almost
certain that questionnaires will be returned completed incorrectly
resulting in a loss of data” (Gray, 2004, p.201).

Further common problems to be avoided when designing questions are double
questions and leading questions. Double questions have two parts rather than one
to the questions and it is impossible to answer each separately. Leading questions
reflect the researchers own bias (Gray, 2004).

To ensure that questions are clear, phrased correctly and instructions are easy to
understand the survey should be piloted as soon as it is constructed (Dawson, 2009)
and definitely prior to sending it out to potential respondents.

“Piloting a questionnaire usually helps to eliminate or at least
reduce questions that are likely to mislead. But it needs to be
understood that people may read and interpret questions in
quite distinct ways” (Gray, 2004, p.l89).

It is recommended to ask people who have not been involved in the construction of
the survey to read it through and see if there are any ambiguities which may have
gone unnoticed (Dawson, 2009). These people should complete the survey to ensure
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there are no errors or ambiguities and to work out how long it will take to complete
the main survey. As discussed later response rates can be an issue if the survey is
too long as it may discourage people from completing it.

3.5.2 Advantages of Surveys

The main advantages of surveys are their breadth of coverage, flexibility of
coverage, timing and analysis of the data and low cost. In particular, online surveys
maximise these advantages.

3.5.2.1

Breadth of Coverage

A survey allows for the collection of a significant amount of information and
enables the researcher to obtain a broader view and more diverse opinions by
reaching a large number of possible respondents. Surveys can cover a geographic
area much larger than other research methods at a fraction of the cost and time
(Emory and Donald, 1991). In particular, online surveys can reach a large number
of respondents. All the researcher needs is a set of relevant email addresses to reach
out to possible respondents.This breadth of coverage

'‘means that it is more likely than some other approaches to get
data which is based on a representative sample ” (Denscombe,
2003, p.27).

This in turn gives credibility to generalised statements which are made based on the
research.
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3.5.2.2

Flexibility of Coverage

The flexibility and versatility of a survey allows the researcher to obtain the exact
information required. This benefits the researcher in terms of the quality of the data
obtained as it is tailored specifically to their requirements.

"Surveys are conducted simply because it's the only way to get
the information needed. Even when the information needed is
available through other means, survey research may be an easier,
quicker, less expensive or more accurate way to get the required
information” (Alreck and Settle, 1995, p.3).

If the researcher’s requirements change during the construction of the survey, the
survey can be easily adapted to meet these requirements.

3.5.2.3

Timing and Analysis of Data

Although the inflow of data from a survey is not instant, it can be obtained over a
relatively short period of time. Online surveys allow the option to deactivate the
survey link so a survey cannot be completed after a specific date, which is decided
by the researcher. This allows the researcher to cut off incoming data at a specific
point. Online surveys also makes it easy to track how many responses had been
received and how many more were needed to reach the desired target number of
responses. These timings allow the researcher to set a timescale for data collection
which can be useful particularly when it comes to planning research and delivering
the end product (Denscombe, 2003).
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The timing offered by surveys can also be beneficial for the respondents. Compared
to interviews that have to be planned in advance with the interviewee, a survey can
be complete at a time convenient to the respondent:

“respondents can complete the questionnaire at a time and
place that suits them. Contrast this with interviews, when it can
be difficult to find convenient times to meet the respondent ”
(Gray, 2004, p.l88).

Once the timing of the survey has been established, preparation for analysis of the
data can begin. Online surveys allow for preliminary results to be viewed as soon
as they come in and the data file can be exported to SPSS (Collis & Hussey, 2009).
This will be beneficial to the researcher as data analysis can begin immediately and
unusual or expected responses can be detected early. The analysis of closed
questions is relatively simple and questions can also be coded relatively quickly
(Gray, 2004). This will enable the results from the survey to be produced quicker.
There are also several techniques which can be used to ensure that the analysis of
data is correct. Techniques such as an outlier detection involves examining the full
distribution of responses and looking for any atypical patterns or unusual outcomes
(Groves et al., 2004). The analysis of open questions can be more time consuming
but they provide a greater wealth of knowledge to the researcher.

3.5.2.4

Low Cost

Surveys are low cost both in terms of time and money with an online survey being
the cheapest of the survey methods (Czaja and Blair, 1996). The costs related to a
survey are also more predictable when compared with other research strategies
(Denscombe, 2003). A survey costs exactly the amount of money that has been
allocated to it. In other words a survey can be designed to suit any budget (Gray,
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2004; Fink, 1995). The online survey tool. Survey Monkey, offers free basic
templates for short online surveys. There is also the option to pay for an upgrade
for more advanced features, making it a cost effective method of collecting data
(surveymonkey.com).

3.5.3 Disadvantages of Surveys

The main downfalls of surveys are low response rates and bias responses.

3.5.3.1

Low Response Rates

Low response rates to surveys can be a huge issue. Many people may choose not to
reply to a survey because they do not have time or because they have other work to
attend to and simply forget about the survey. There may also be a reluctance among
respondents to complete surveys as they are inundated with unsolicited requests be
it by post, email or telephone (Collis and Hussey, 2009) referred to as questionnaire
fatigue. This may be rectified by giving prior notice of the survey to the
respondents.

If a survey is too long individuals may give up after completing part of the survey
and not complete all questions. This usually happens if the questionnaire is taking
too much time and the respondent does not know how much longer it will take. It
is also advised to inform the respondent of approximately how long it will take them
to complete the survey, thereby enabling the respondent to ensure they have enough
time to do so. Another possible solution to this is to put a progression bar at the top
of the survey so respondents could see how much of the survey they have completed
and how much is left to complete. Individuals may be more inclined to complete a

62

questionnaire if they know why the survey is being earried out and what will be
done with the results. Gray (2004) further added:

'‘Unless we can make completing the questionnaire intrinsically
rewarding, the response rate can be depressingly low. This is
even a danger if questionnaires are too long” (Gray, 2004,
pl88.).

Stating something such as “it will take a moment’' is not helpful (Dawson, 2009).
Instead, by including filter questions such as “If no, go to question 28’' can be
encouraging for the respondents as;

"psychologically its good for respondents to be able to jump
sections as it can stop people becomingfrustrated by unnecessary
or irrelevant questions ” (Dawson, 2009, p.97).

Non-responses need to be addressed as they can lead to a bias in the data. The
research design will be based on a generalization from a sample of the population.
If there is an insufficient number of responses collected, it is likely that the data
won’t be representative of the population (Collis and Hussey, 2009). One possible
way of overcoming this issue would be sending a follow up request to the non
respondents (Wallace and Mellor, 1988). This will remind the respondent about the
survey and may encourage them to complete it.

3.5.3.2

Bias Responses

It is vital that questions do not contain any prestige bias which could embarrass or
force the respondents into giving a false answer (Dawson, 2009). This might be the
case if they do not want to look bad in front of the researcher or possible because
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they feel it is the expected behaviour for example questions about income or
educational qualifications might elicit this type of response, so care needs to be
taken about how this information is obtained (Dawson, 2009).

While surveys are designed to give the researcher the information they need, there
can be gaps and distortions in the data which can lead to sources of error, mainly in
the form of bias responses. Gray (2004) described bias responses as measurements
that tend "to be consistently higher or lower than the true populations value”
(p.ll6). The rate of bias answers obtained is generally higher in mailed surveys
compared to interviews (Czaja and Blair, 1996). While it can be hard to completely
eliminate bias data, steps can be taken to ensure it is reduced. One such step is
limiting the length of a survey:

"questionnaires should be limited in length to four or six pages,
otherwise the return rate may be adversely affected. Few people
greet receiving a questionnaire with unbounded enthusiasm,
particularly long ones ” (Gray, 2004, p. 188).

If surveys are too long, it can have a negative impact as people are unlikely to
answer them or they are unlikely to answer the whole survey with thought out
accurate answers. They are more likely to select answers without any consideration
simply so they can finish the survey.

3.6

Interviews

Within qualitative research, the interview is one of the most effective methods
(McCracken, 1988). An interview is a method of collecting data with selected
participants in which they are asked a series of prepared questions to find out what
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they do, think or feel about a particular topic (Collis and Hussey, 2009). It is a direct
conversation with the purpose of gathering information by administering the same
questions to all participants from the same population (Frey and Oishi, 1995).
Interviews provide richer data when compared to other methods, such as a survey,
where respondents are generally limited to short simple responses (Grattan and
Jones, 2004). Patton (1980) sees interviews as an opportunity to gain an overall
observation of different people’s perspective:

"We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot
directly observe.... We cannot observe feelings, thoughts and
intentions. We cannot observe behaviours that took place at some
previous point in time. We cannot observe situations that preclude
the presence of an observer. We cannot observe how people have
organised the world and the meanings they attach to w’hat goes on in
the world- we have to ask people questions about those things. The
purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into other
person’s perspective ’’ (p. 196).

There are three main types of interviews: structured interview, semi structured
interview and unstructured interview.

A structured interview can be described as a questionnaire which is administered
face to face with the respondent. (Denscombe, 2003). There is tight control over the
interview. The questions are prepared in advance and the wording and order of
questions is carefully considered (Collis and Hussey, 2009). Each respondent is
faced with identical questions, offering the advantage of standardisation
(Denscombe, 2003). Gray (2004) goes as far as to suggest that the questions should
even be read out in the same tone of voice. This level of standardisation allows the
researcher to easily make comparisons and contrasts between the different
responses (Collis and Hussey, 2009). A structured interview offers a big advantage
over a questionnaire as the respondent can seek clarity or explanation over
questions they are unsure of (Grattan and Jones, 2004).
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In a semi structured interview, some of the questions are prepared as the interviewer
has a clear list of issues to be addressed and answered (Denscombe, 2003). However
the interviewer is also able to ask additional questions. This allows for more detailed
information to be collected about a particular topic (Collis and Hussey, 2009) and
enables the interviewer to probe for views and opinions of the interviewee that he
or she did not anticipate (Kajoenboon, 2005; DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006).
They are the most used interviewing method for qualitative research and can be
performed with an individual or in a group (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006,
p.315).

An unstructured interview is one where the questions have not been prepared
beforehand but evolve during the course of the interview. (Collis and Hussey,
2009). The researcher has only a very general idea of the topics to be covered and
the respondent tends to lead the direction of the interview, allowing them to discuss
areas of particular importance and relevance to them (Grattan and Jones, 2004). The
researcher's role is to be as unintrusive as possible, to start the conversation by
introducing a theme or topic and then letting the interviewee develop his or her own
ideas and pursue their train of thought. (Denscombe, 2003). Unstructured
interviews are very time consuming. Analysis can also be difficult as the questions
raised and the matters explored change from one interview to the next as different
aspects of the topic are revealed. (Collis and Hussey, 2009).

It is recommended that all interviews are recorded as this will help the interviewer
remember all parts of the interview and will add more value to the interview as less
time is wasted writing down notes. Without the use of a recording device, the
interviewer will have a difficult time responding appropriately to the answers and
take the conversational and probing elements out of the interview (Bryman and
Bell, 2003).

66

Lofland (1971) agrees with recording an interview:

‘'One's full attention must be focused on the interview. One must be
thinking about probing for further explication or clarification of
what he/she is now saying; formulating probes; linking up current
talk with what has already been said; thinking ahead to putting in a
new question that has now arisen... all ofthis is hard enough simply
by itself. Add to the problem of writing it down- even if one takes
shorthand in an expert fashion- and one can see that the process of
note-taking in the interview decreases one’s interviewing capacity.
Therefore, if conceivably possible, tape record” (p.89).

Therefore, by recording the interviews it allows the interviewer more freedom to
ask probing questions and to gain a more in-depth insight into the topic, which is
not possible when the interviewer is concentrating on transcribing what the
interviewee is saying.

3.6.1 Advantages of Interviews
An interview is one of the main approaches used in collecting qualitative data
(Kvale, 1996) as it has a number of advantages including easy scheduling and
instant feedback.

Interviews are relatively easy to arrange and conduct. They are generally
prearranged and scheduled for a convenient time and location. Only two people’s
diaries need to coincide making scheduling a straightforward task. This also ensures
a relatively high response rate (Denscombe, 2003). Conducting an interview is also
straightforward. The opinions and views that are expressed throughout the
interview stem from one source, the interviewee, thus making it easy to link specific
opinions with specific respondents. The researcher also only has one person to
guide through the interview agenda (Denscombe, 2003).
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The interview process offers further advantages such as its usefulness in studying
complex situations, collecting detailed information, the researcher is provided with
instant feedback, his/her questions can be explained or changed if required and new
questions can be formed from the answers provided (Kumar, 2005).

3.6.2 Disadvantages of Interviews
Interviews also have drawbacks as they can be quite time consuming to administer,
particularly the transcribing of an interview is a major task for the researcher one
the data has been collected. They can also be expensive, particularly if the
interviewer has to travel to meet the respondent. Finally, as depicted by Alteck and
Seattle, the quality of the data depending on the quality of the interviewer. If the
interviewer reads the possible responses when they should not do, or they fail to
read them when they should, this will introduce error into the results. Kumar (2005)
further depicted the same:

"interviewing is time consuming and expensive, the quality of data
depends on the quality of interaction, the quality of data depends
upon the quality of the interview’er, the quality of data may vary
when many interviewers are used and the interviewer may
introduce his/her bias ” (p.l32).
Despite these interview limitations, they allow the researcher to collect a rich and
detailed set of data (Saunders et al, 2003). Multiple interviews and multiple
interviewees allows for greater generalisation of results (Yin 2003).

3.7

Triangulation

Triangulation in research is the use of numerous methods for collecting and
handling data within a single study (Adami and Kiger, 2005). It is viewed by
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Rowley (2002) as the use of “evidence from different sources to corroborate the
same fact or finding” (p.23).

The use of more than one approach will enhance confidence in the researcher’s
findings (Bryman, 2004). As it uses evidence that is collected from diverse sources
allows validation of the same facts (Rowley, 2002) and the issue of bias by the
researcher is partially overcome (Denzin, 1970; Tellis, 1997; Merriam; 1998).
According to Merriam (1998):

'driangulation combines dissimilar methods such as interviews,
observations, and physical evidence to study the same unit” (p.69).
The reason for using this strategy is that it helps to enhance the validity of the data
collected because

“the flaws of one method are often the strengths of another and by
combining methods, observers can achieve the best of each, while
overcoming their unique deficiencies” (Denzin, 1970, p308).
This is further backed up by Webb et al. (1966):
“Once a proposition has been confirmed by two or more
independent measurement processes, the uncertainty of its
interpretation is greatly reduced. The most persuasive evidence
comes through a triangulation of measurement processes (p.3).
As the approach to triangulation is flexible it can lead to a better fit between
research problems and the methods chosen to investigate them (Brignall and
Ballantine, 2003). The methods used in this study to achieve triangulation are a
survey and interviews, in an attempt to validate and clarify all of the information
obtained.
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3.8

Research Methodology used in this Study

An online survey and semi-structured interviews are used in this study. The survey
enables the researcher gather more opinions in a more cost effective way in
comparison with other methods. It was to be prepared online using Survey Monkey
which is the world’s most popular online survey software. Possible respondents
would be emailed with a link to this website and complete the questionnaire online.

A first draft of the survey was prepared. For the purpose of this study it was decided
to use both open and closed questions as it would give more rounded responses to
the questionnaire. Open questions such as “if other, please specify” were always
placed at the end of closed questions because it would allow the respondent to give
an unbiased response to each question and therefore protect the validity of the data.
One question was included which required the individual completing the survey to
give details of their role within the organisation. This can be referred to as the
classification question. The researcher needed to include this question to establish
if there was a variation in attitudes towards work placement between different roles
in the organisation. Has HR a different perspective of student placement compared
to senior accountants? This particular question was positioned towards the end of
the survey as respondents are more likely to provide the information when they
have already invested time and energy in completing the rest of the survey.

To ensure the survey used for our study was clear, accurate and concise, it was
reviewed by a senior lecturer and the Head of Department of Accounting and
Information Systems for their input and feedback towards the survey. With their
feedback and suggestions taken into consideration, changes were made to the layout
of the questionnaire and additional questions were added. It was decided not to pilot
the study as the researcher felt that would use up some of the guaranteed responses.
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In addition to this, the study was also linked with another project within the college.
The Department of Enterprise and Innovation was asked by the Association of
Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) to complete two surveys, the students’
perspective on work placement and the employers’ perspective. Several meeting
were then held with the Head of the Department of Enterprise and Innovation and
the survey was established. Staff in ACCA also piloted the survey and their
comments and suggestions were taken into consideration and amendments were
made to the survey accordingly. They also approved the final version of the survey
(as attached in Appendix A) before it was sent out to the respondents.

To acquire a distribution list for this questionnaire, the researcher spoke to a senior
lecturer within CIT who is involved with the extended campus and obtained the
database of accountancy firms that had employed accounting graduates of CIT in
the last ten years. The ACCA also provided a database of firms which they wanted
to be included as part of the study. The survey was then sent out to all organisations
on both databases and allowed three weeks to complete the survey online alter
which the survey was then closed for analysis and the web link was no longer valid.

Responses were slow coming back for this study so a reminder email was sent out
to employers to reach a target of 50 responses, the required number of responses,
were collected. A total of 150 survey requests were distributed. The response rate
of 53 was considered a high response rate, therefore the non-response bias is not a
factor. This high response rate can be attributed to ACCA being involved in the
survey and also a lot of the employers are those who employ CIT graduates so are
happy to assist with CIT projects. While advanced notice of the survey was not
given, it was explained why the survey was being conducted in the cover letter and
also that the survey results would be sent to the participants. This would be an
incentive then for the survey to be completed and receiving results would benefit
companies.
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For this study the researcher also completed a series of interviews. This allowed the
researcher to gain a further in depth understanding of the topics raised throughout
the survey. When completing the survey respondents were able skip questions
however the interviews provided the opportunity to probe and push respondents for
more detailed answers and providing a greater wealth of knowledge.

An outline of interview questions [See Appendix C] were drafted. Changed were
made after the questions were reviewed. An email [See Appendix B] was then
prepared and sent to all potential respondents. The email was specifically tailored
to suit each respondent, in terms of informing them about the research, as some
already had previous knowledge regarding it. The email also included information
regarding the length of the interview, outline of the questions to the asked and the
availability of the researcher to conduct the interview. All potential respondents
were assured that all data collected would be confidential and a transcript would be
sent for approval after the interview, if the respondents agreed to the interview being
recorded. All quotes used would also be anonymised.

Potential respondents replied via email expressing an interest to take part in the
research. A location and time suitable to the interviewee and interview^er was then
agreed. The interviews were all held in the interviewees’ work place. The
interviewer travelled to the place of work and the interview took place in a private,
confidential space, generally the office board room. The interviewer first explained
the outline of questions to the respondent and, again, seeked permission to record
the interview. The interview was then conducted. At the conclusion of the
interview, the respondent was informed of the timescale it would take to have the
transcript sent on for approval. The dates and duration of the interviews are set out
in Table 3.1 below.
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Table 3.1 Details of Interviews
Date of

Sector

Name

interview
13/11/2015

Length of
interview

Interviewee 1

Financial Services

17 minutes

Company
13/11/2015

Interviewee 2

Small

16 minutes

Accountancy
Practice
26/11/2015

Interviewee 3

Multinational

26 minutes

Manufacturing
Company
03/12/2015

Interviewee 4

Large

National 29 minutes

Retailer Group
31/03/2016

Interviewee 5

Big 4

16 minutes

The researcher transcribed each of the interviews verbatim and the transcripts were
sent to the respective interviewees for approval. The transcripts were then edited
according to the wishes of the interviewees. Once approval was obtained the
researcher commenced analysis of the data.

3.9

Conclusion

This chapter outlined the research methods to be used in this study and the choice
of research method (online surveys and semi-structured interviews) was justified.
The survey allow a large volume of respondents to be accessed and the interviews
allowed deeper richer data. It is the combination of the two, as will be seen in the
findings chapter, that provides the data for this research.
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Chapter 4 Cork Institute of Technology
4.1

Introduction

This chapter introduces the location of the study for this research; Cork Institute of
Technology (CIT). It sets out the mission of CIT and discusses the structure within
CIT as well as a description of the two faculties, Engineering and Science and
Business and Humanities. This chapter then outlines the Bachelor of Business
(hons) in Accounting Degree and concludes by providing a description of the
Extended Campus facility which supports the implementation of work placement
in academic courses.

4.2

Overview of Cork Institute of Technology (CIT)

Cork Institute of Technology (CIT), founded in 1973, was formally known as the
Regional Technical College (RTC) Cork. CIT is an Irish education provider that
offers a wide range of full-time and part-time higher education courses on its four
campuses in Cork.

4.2.1 Four Campuses

The main campus, located in Bishopstown, covers approximately 80 acres. As well
as the original RTC building, the campus consists of the Library & IT Building,
Gymnasium, Astroturf pitch, running track and playing pitches. An Administration
Building, Student Centre and the Tourism and Hospitality Building are the latest
additions to the campus along with the Rubicon Centre and NIMBUS Centre
(www.cit.ie/aboutcit/factsandfigures).

The Crawford College of Art and Design (CCAD), located at Crawford Street,
Cork, is a vibrant campus providing education in the arts for over 200 years.
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Graduates from CCAD are among Ireland’s top artists, designers, media designers
and communieations, art therapists and art educationalists (ww'w.cit.ie/ccadV

CIT School of Music, located in Union Quay, is a purpose built state of the art
facility with many award winning bands, chamber music ensembles, choirs, drama
groups, opera groups, and orchestras with the senior ones undertaking extensive
national and international tours, broadcasting, and making commercial recordings.
(ww\^^cit.ie/csm).

The National Maritime College of Ireland which opened in October 2004 is located
in Ringaskiddy, Co Cork. NMCI is a 14,000m^ facility built on 10 acres of waterside
campus and supports the training requirements of the School of Nautical Studies,
Cork Institute of Technology and the Irish Naval Service, (www.nmci.ie).

4.2.2 Students and Staff

CIT currently has approximately 12,000 registered students with approximately
2,000 new students entering year on year. Of these students approximately 6,000
are full-time and the remaining are part-time. The part-time student population
consists of a wide variety of students including access, evening and continued
professional development students. There is also a significant number of students
studying music and drama at all levels (www.cit.ie/aboutcit/factsandfuzures). CIT
offers accounting students the benefit of small class sizes which assist with the
transition from second level to college.

The President of Cork Institute of Technology, Dr. Brendan J. Murphy, is the chief
officer of the Institute, with executive responsibility for all staff and overall
responsibility

for

the

development

and

implementation

(httr)://www.cit.ie/aboutcit/management/officeofthepresident/).
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At present, CIT has 1,425 staff members of which 824 are academic staff The
academic staff consists of 455 permanent full time, 136 pro-rata part time and 233
hourly-paid part-time members. The non-academic staff is composed of technical
support,

library,

administrative

and

services

staff

(www.eit.ie/aboutcit/factsandfuJuresT The non-academic staff members break
down as follows: 187 Management, Clerical Administration and Library; 169
Student Services Support, including Exam Invigilators; 86 Technicians, 70
Research Staff; and 89 support staff including Caretakers, Attendants and Cleaners
(wv\'w.cit.ie/aboutcit/factsandfiguresl.

4.2.3 Qualifications

CIT operates under the terms of the Qualifications Act (1999) and offers an
extensive range of higher education courses, both full-time and part-time, which all
lead to a fully recognised award complying with the National Framework of
Qualifications (NFQ). The main qualifications awarded in Art and Design,
Engineering, Humanities, Music, Maritime Studies and Science and Information
Technology include Higher Certificates (NFQ Level 6), Bachelor Degrees (NFQ
Level 7), Honours Bachelor Degrees (NFQ Level 8), postgraduate Masters Degrees
(NFQ Level 9) and PhD Degrees (NFQ Level 10).

4.2.4 Recent and Current Changes

The most recent change in CIT has been the introduction of modularisation and
semesterisation. This commenced for all CIT students enrolling from September
2007. This involved modifying all of the programmes and their assessment
methodology. In 2012 this was completed throughout all of the undergraduate
programmes. CIT is currently engaged in a process geared towards forming the
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Munster Technological University (MTU). The first step in this process is the
merger with Tralee Institute of Technology. This is happening at the moment.

4.3

Mission and Values of Cork Institute of Technology

All the activities of CIT are governed by its mission statement. The mission
statement encapsulates and reflects the Institutes core values:

‘To provide student-centred career-focused education and
research for the personal professional and intellectual
development of the student and for the benefit of the broader
society in the region and beyond”

As CIT pursues its mission across a full range of activities, the college is focused
on fulfilling the following commitments which encapsulate the Institute’s
proprieties, ethos and values:
CIT is a student-centred institution
CIT delivers career-focused education and research
CIT provides inclusive access to higher education
CIT plays a regional, national and international role

Finally, as the college looks towards the future, it has an ambitious and challenging
vision for the strategic development of CIT which is that:

”CIT will be an internationally recognised centre of excellence
in the provision of career-focused education which produces
effective, ethical professionals capable of entrepreneurship,
innovation and creativity ”
(www.cit.ie/contentfiles/president/CIT Annual%2QReport 2QI3-I4.pdn.
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4.4

Structure of CIT

CIT has a faculty based academic management structure which is comprised of two
constituent faculties: Engineering & Science and Business & Humanities. Faculties
are made up of Schools which are in turn comprised of two or more academic
Departments (www.cit.ie/aboutcit/facultiesandcollegesV

4.4.1 Engineering & Science

The Faculty of Engineering & Science comprises of the School of Building and
Civil Engineering, the School of Mechanical, Electrical and Process Engineering
and the School of Science and Informatics. The School of Building and Civil
Engineering contains the Department of Architecture, the Department of Civil,
Structural and Environmental Engineering and the Department of Construction.
The School of Mechanical, Electrical and Process Engineering contain the
Department of Mechanical, Biomedical and Manufacturing Engineering, the
Department of Process, Energy and Transport Engineering, the Department of
Electrical and Electronic Engineering and the Centre of Craft Studies. The different
departments under the School of Science and Informatics are the Department of
Applied Physics and Instrumentation, the Department of Biological Science, the
Department of Chemistry, the Department of Mathematics and the Department of
Computing (CIT Prospectus, 2016).

4.4.2 Business and Humanities
The Faculty of Business & Humanities comprises of the School of Business and the
School of Humanities. The School of Business comprises of four different
departments: The Department of Accounting and Information Systems the
Department of Marketing and International Business, the Department of
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Organisation and Professional Development, and the Department of Management
and Enterprise. The Department of Applied Social Studies, the Department of
Sport, Leisure and Childhood Studies, the Department of Tourism and Hospitality
and the Department of Education Development are the four departments of the
School of Humanities (CIT Prospectus, 2016).

4.5

Department of Accounting and Information Systems

The Department of Accounting and Information Systems is the focus of this study.
It is one of the departments within the School of Business. It provides degree and
post-graduate degree courses in Accounting, Information Systems, Agriculture and
Horticulture (Department of Accounting and Information Systems, Student
Handbook, 2016. This study is focusing on the honours Bachelor of Business in
Accounting programme. At the time of this study, the researcher was a student of
the Masters of Business (Research) in the Department of Accounting and
Information Systems and employed as a tutor and later as a lecturer.

4.6

Bachelor of Business in Accounting Degree in CIT

CIT currently provides three alternative routes for students wishing to study
accounting on a full-time basis. Students that know that they want to study
accounting usually enter through the Bachelor of Business (Honours) in Accounting
(a level 8 programme) or the Bachelor of Business in Accounting (a level 7
programme). Those who are not quite sure whether accounting is for them or not
enter through the Bachelor of Business Studies (a level 7 programmes).

Students in the Bachelor of Business (Honours) in Accounting and the Bachelor of
Business in Accounting programmes attend the same lectures from first to third
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year. The CAO points for the latter are lower and the students are graduate at the
end of the third year with an ordinary degree. If they obtain an overall average of
50% they are given the option of applying for the level 8 degree and on graduation
their ordinary degree is converted to an honours degree.

Students in the Bachelor of Business Studies programme attend different lectures
for first and second year. At the end of second year, they are given the option of
joining the accounting, management or marketing ordinary degree programmes. So
those joining the accounting programme attend the same lectures as the Bachelor
of Business in Accounting students. Again on graduation with an average of 50%
or more they are given the option of applying for the level 8 degree and on
graduation their ordinary degree is converted to an honours degree.

Each programme has two semesters per annum. The first semester runs from
September to January and the second semester from February to May. There are six
modules in each semester. In all of the semesters, students have at least three
mandatory modules and the rest they pick from a list of electives.

The degree also offers excellent exemptions from Chartered Accountants Ireland,
Chartered Institute of Management Accountants, Association of Chartered
Certified Accountants and Certified Public Accountants. By gaining these
exemptions it will minimise the number of exams a student will need to complete
to qualify as an accountant after graduation. Students and potential employers value
these exemptions.

The areas of employment after completion of the degree range from graduate
positions in accountancy practices or industry, the banking and finance sector or
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teaching/lecturing. Some students also go on to do post-graduate qualifeations.
Previous graduates from the degree have secured employment within accountancy
practices such as PwC, KPMG, EY and Deloitte, and also within industry
employers such as Apple, EMC, Dairygold, FCOS, PepsiCo and Bank of New York
Mellon (http://w^ww.cit.ie/course/CR40Q).

In 2015/16 the Bachelor of Business (hons) in Accounting degree in CIT was
undergoing a programmatic review, as it does eveiy five years. While it was seen
as important to retain existing exemption, the need to introduce work placement
was also seen as important. This is in answer to callings by current and prospective
students and also by potential employers of graduates from the programme. The
college also acknowledges the importance of incorporating work placement
opportunities in all programmes across the college. Work placement was already a
mandatory element of most of the other courses in the School of Business including
the Bachelor of Business in Business Administration, the Bachelor of Business
(Honours) in Business Information Systems, the Bachelor of Business in Recreation
and Leisure Management and the Bachelor of Business (Honours) in Hospitality
Management. Where placement was not mandatory, the students were strongly
advised to seek work placement opportunities during holiday periods and provides
a supportive environment for students to ensure this can be achieved if desired.

4.7

CIT's Extended Campus

CIT’s Extended Campus, launched in November 2011, was established as an
interface to create and supports links between CIT, enterprise and community
groups. If an organisation is already working with CIT, the Extended Campus can
help explore new opportunities. If an organisation has yet to collaborate with CIT,
the Extended Campus will talk the organisation through a range of possibilities to
enable the organisation to see their potential. The role of Extended Campus is to
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match

the

organisations

needs

with

CIT’s

area

of

expertise

(http://extendedcampus.cit.ie/).

Work Placement is part of the remit of Extended. Each year approximately 800
students from a range of disciples take part in work placement programmes with
organisations of all types. Each placement represents a mutually beneficial
partnership with the employers who work with us. According to the Extended
Campus website, work placements are an ideal opportunity for employers and
higher education providers to gain an improved mutual understanding and act as a
stimulus for further engagement activity nittp://extendedcampus.cit.ie/).

4.8

Conclusion

This chapter gave an overview of CIT, the location of the study for this research.
The chapter stated the mission and vision of CIT and outlined the structure of CIT.
As the mission focused on providing student centred and career-focused education
for the student, the implantation of work plaeement into the Accounting Degree
programme would be seen as one of the ways for CIT to fulfil its mission. It also
discussed the two faeulties within CIT, Engineering and Science and Business and
Humanities. The chapter then concluded by outlining the Bachelor of Business in
Accounting degree and an explanation of the Extended Campus facility within CIT.
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Chapter 5 Employers Perspective

5.1

Introduction

On graduation the majority of graduates of the Bachelor of Business (Honours) in
Accounting in Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) enter into trainee accountancy
contracts. This was the aim of the programme when it was originally designed and
continues to be one of the main aims as the programme is being reviewed. As part
of the review, in an answer to callings by potential employers, graduates and
potential students, the Department of Accounting and Information Systems decided
to investigate the incorporation of formal work placement into the programme. A
sub-committee was given the task of investigating the possible structures of the
work placement module within the programme. As part of this investigation, the
researcher volunteered to explore employers' perceptions of the ideal structure of
work placement. In particular the remit of the researcher was to examine the
expectations of employers of accounting interns as they enter the work placement
and also the employers’ preferred timing and duration of work placement.

This chapter reports on the findings from the fifty-three responses to the online
survey (see Appendix A - for a copy of the questionnaire) of potential employers,
and the five in-depth interviews (see Appendix C - for an outline of the topics) with
potential employers. Both the respondents to the survey and the interviewees are all
potential employers of accounting interns from a range of organisations (including
accountancy practices, shared services, professional services, consulting practices
and industry). Of the fifth-three respondents to the survey, twenty-two already have
a formal placement programme in place in their organisation. All of the five
interviewee had experience of hiring or working with interns. See Table 5.1 below
for the profile of the respondents.
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Table 5.1 Profile of Respondents

Survey Respondents

Placement

No placement

programmes

programmes

currently in place

currently in place

22 employers

31 employers

Total

53
employers

Interviewees

5 employers

5
employers

5.2

Benefits of Work Placement

All respondents agree that work placement would be beneficial to both students and
the employer. Even though this study wants to focus on the employers’ perspective,
the researcher thought it would be interesting to first ascertain how employers
thought students benefit from work placement.

5.2.1 Benefits for Students
In the survey of the twenty-two respondents that currently have placement
programmes only fifteen answered the question “How beneficial is work placement
to accounting/fmance/business students?” The responses are summarised in Figure
5.1

below.

From Figure 5.1, it can be seen that all of the respondents view

placement as either an extremely important (13/15) or very important (2/15) means
of preparing students for their future career. By giving students experience of the
working environment, placement gives them practical experience of what the
working world is like and it allows them determine whether they like that area or
not.
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Figure 5.1 Benefits of Placement to Students
Using the following headings, in your opinion, how beneficial is
internship to accounting/finance/business students?
■ Not at all
□ Moderately
□ Slight
■ Very
□ Extremely
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The interviewees confirmed this finding, stating that it is an opportunity for students
to have experience of what it is to be an accountant and decide on whether it is a
profession they would like to pursue:

""Students don 't really know ifthey really like the career until they
are thrown in there to do something, so I think it gives them a
taste for that. It makes them ready for the career that they want
after they \e finished college ” (Interviewee 2).

"The student would get a feel for what is involved and whether it
is right for them or nof' (Interviewee 4).

"They can come in, they can see what its really like to work in a
professional services firm because they are doing the same work
as first year trainees so it gives them as a really good insight into
what it would be like in here and they can decide then if they
actually do want to go ahead and pursue a career in that area ”
(Interviewee 5).

It was emphasised in the interviews that placement can only prepare students for
their future career if they are performing "relevant work in a relevant work
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environment” (Interviewee 4). This interviewee also stated that students will be best
prepared tor their future eareer if, during work placement, they can see what they
have already studied in college being put into practice, as they then realise the
relevance of what they have studied to their future career:

”It is great when they see what they have learnt from the books
happening in the work environment. Then they can see that there
is a connection betM’een what they do in work and college. That
makes them ready for their new career” (Interviewee 4).

This will also help students when they return to college to complete their studies as
they will have working world experience of how what they are studying is relevant
and how it will be applied.

Respondents to the survey also see placement as an extremely important (8/15) or
very important (7/15) opportunity for students to build additional skills and
competencies. Again interviewees agreed stating that going on placement allows
them to enhance the skills and competencies that “can only be introduced in an
academic environment” (Interviewee 4). All of the interviewees spoke of the
opportunity for interns to get experience of using different information technology
(IT) applications such as Excel and SAGE. While they acknowledged that these
applications are introduced in college, they stressed that it is "'by being used on a
regular basis at work"' (Interviewee 5) that the students’ IT skills are enhanced in
the workplace. The interviewees also commented on the improvement in oral and
written communication skills, with three of the interviewees specifically referring
to the improvement in '"the structure and wording” of emails (Interviewee 1).
Another skill mentioned in by one of the interviewees was the ability to multitask
and prioritise:

”They definitely get better and improve on multitasking because
we give them so many things and they have to learn to multitask
and prioritise ” (Interviewee 3).
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Confidence building was also highlighted in the interviews as a benefit to students.
When first entering placement, students may be unsure as to their ability to do the
work but by the end of placement they are '‘confident and competent in what they
are doing” (Interviewee 3). This confidence is boosted even further when the intern

is given the opportunity at the end of the contract to train in the next intern. It is at
this stage they realise the extent of what they have learnt during placement.

“They are usually so confident and competent at the end of
placement, then we give them the job oftraining in the next intern.
They love that” (Interviewee 3).

Another advantage of placement for students ranked highly by the respondents of
the survey is that it can provide potential for a graduate position in the firm. This
was seen by employers as an extremely important (9/15) or very important (6/15)
benefit of placement. Again the interviewees agreed. They felt that after having
students on work placement, the majority of employers tend to hire the students in
the graduate programme, if they are happy with them. This is a great benefit for the
employer but also for the student as depicted in the following quotes:

“For us, the big thing is that if they’re good M>e want them back
and there would be roles for them, that's definite. That is good
for them. In general [the students] see this as the major benefit
for the student ofplacement ...and for us ofcourse! ” (Interviewee
D.

Because the student has experience in the organisation, they have a good idea as to
whether they would like to work in that organisation or not. So it is not as much of
a risk for the student when accepting an offer of employment:

“If they like the place and we like them, then yes, we would
definitely hire them if we are happy and they are happy. It has
taken a level ofrisk out of it for them as they know that they would
like to work here ” (Interviewee 2)
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Also for the students there is the benefit of not having to go through the milk round.
It takes the pressure off the students and allows them to concentrate on their studies
when they return to work

''Before they go hack to college they could have that graduate
offer contract already in their back pocket so they don ’/ have to
worry about applications in their final year’' (Interviewee 5).

Other benefits of work placement for students included enhancing their curriculum
vitae (CV), giving them a focus for future study such as professional exams and
what body they would like to study with, confirming their career path and building
accounting/fmance/business knowledge.

According to employers, the main benefits for students of having a work placement
element in their degree programme are that it gives students experience of the
working environment, it builds skills and competencies and it provides the
opportunity for a graduate position within the firm. It is with these benefits for the
student in mind that the rest of the chapter focuses on the employers’ perspective.

5.2.2 Benefits for Employers

In the survey of the fifty-three respondents, seventeen of the twenty-two
respondents that currently have a placement programme and thirty of the thirty-one
respondents that do not currently have a placement programme, answered the
question asking to rank by importance the “primary reasons that they employ
interns”. These responses are summarised in Table 5.2 below.
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Table 5.2 Ranking of reasons for hiring interns:
Reason

Ranking
(Placement
programmes
currently in
place)

Ranking
(No placement
programmes
currently in
place)

To broaden the way in which permanent staff
are recruited
To increase exposure at local colleges and
universities
To rejuvenate internal teams
To solicit creative/innovative input
To assist with a special project

1

I

2

5

3
4
5

2
4
3

From analysis of the survey results, the majority of employers, whether they had
work placement programmes in place or not, ranked graduate recruitment as the
main benefit to employers of having a work placement programme.

There was a similar line of thought amongst those who were interviewed with one
of the interviewees looking forward to the intern returning to the firm, as they are
already trained and they have proven themselves as competent workers. Work
relationships that are formed through work placements continue to grow and interns
return to the firms to become important members of the team.

"For us the big advantage is they come in, they see what we do
here for six to nine months and we would hope ...... keep our
fingers crossed....... that we get them back to do a full three year
training contract afterwards ” (Interviewee 1).

"So to me in students recruitment [the main benefit would be if}
they get the graduate offer so it eases up our numbers in student
recruitment when we are looking at milk round for graduates but
again its such huge benefits to the business as well that it really
is. I mean they come in and do the same work as graduate trainees
so the business are delighted to be able to fill that gap and also
then they hit the ground running when they come in as graduates ”
(Interviewee 5).
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Interviewee 1 further added that there would definitely be roles for the interns after
graduation. They have already offered a previous intern a three year eontract. Work
plaeement can be used by the employer as a way of evaluating student suitability
for a graduate position. The other interviewees had similar comments stating that
work placement would “improve chances of recruiting the right type of individual
who already knows our systems ” (Interviewee 4). The employer will have seen the
intern work in the business for a number of months and will have seen their
potential:

“it allows the business to identify potential new people who may
have an interest in working in the business in the future. It's very
easy to see, if somebody has been in the business for six months
whether they have an interest or a draw> to the type of work”
(Interviewee 4).

An answer to an open-ended question in the survey, asking for additional reasons
for internships, one of the respondents concurred with the above stating that:

“it provides an opportunity to determine ifan individual is a good
fit for our firm and has similar values. ”

Interestingly, there was a division of opinion regarding the importance of the
exposure work placement offers employers to the higher education institution.
Employers who currently have a work placement programme in place ranked
increasing exposure at local college and universities as an extremely important
(3/17) or very important (7/17) reason for work placement while only a minority of
employers who do not have an work placement programme saw this as extremely
or very important (3/30). Perhaps those with work placement have reaped the
benefits of exposure to the institution such as creating links with key faculty
members and therefore being invited into classes to talk to students about the
company’s future graduate prospects and thereby potentially securing future
graduates. Or as articulated in the interviews, word of mouth amongst students
might also be beneficial. If a student has a positive work placement experience they
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are likely to discuss this with their peers who in turn might look towards that
company for a graduate position;

"I’d say they go back to college feeding hack what their
experiences were and sharing them with other people. So the
whole year would benefit from what they have learned and w’hat
they liked and what they didn’t like. It might influence people as
well to hear other experiences and think that we might he a good
place to work” (Interviewee 4).

Those who do not have work placement programmes in place may have yet to
experience these benefits.

The rejuvenation of internal teams was also considered important by all respondents
to the survey. The interviewees did not consider this to be very important. It was
only one probed that one interview stated that by having young students on the
team, it 'could bring a fresh and enthusiastic energy to the team’’’’ (Interviewee 3)
as the student will be eager to experience the working environment. One
interviewee did also state that the training of interns does "reinforce to the other

employees basic knowledge of the area and ensure that they are leading by
example"' and carrying out "basic tasks to the highest standard" (Interviewee 2).

The need to solicit creative/innovative input and assisting with special projects were
seen as less important reasons by both those with and without work placement
programmes. What the interviewees saw as more important was the benefit of
having interns when the organisation needed them, for example during busy periods
and when full-time staff are off on holidays or study leave.

"It’s all exam leave for us and holidays in the summer. fThe
intern] would be very useful to us by the summer” (Interviewee
1)
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'"What is more important is that the intern is there when our
trainees are out on study leave or on holidays, or when we are
particularly busy” (Interviewee 5)

They feel that interns can offer great assistance "'when the company is busy with
specific projects” (Interviewee 3). The student benefits from this as they will get
good experience as '‘all levels of management require assistance from them and
they could end up doing anything” (Interviewee 3):

When asked to add any additional benefits to an employer of having an intern, one
of the survey respondents who doesn’t have a placement programme in place added
”to keep staffcosts low so as to he competitive in pricing and bidding for new work”
as an important reason for implementing a work placement programme. This may
be especially useful for smaller firms who may not have the budget to be hiring new
long term staff

I'he results of the survey indicated that the main benefits of work placement to the
employer of hiring interns was graduate recruitment, to increase exposure at local
colleges and to fi 11-in during busy periods. The rejuvenation of internal teams,
soliciting creating input and assisting with projects was also considered a benefit
but to a lesser extent.

The next step was to determine who the employers would like to take on as interns.
To do this, the recruitment process was examined. How the organisations will
recruit candidates for interview, who they wish to recruit, the interview process and
the desired characteristics of the intern were the main issues.
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5.3

The Recruitment Process

This section covers how the employers’ will advertise for candidates, the field of
study preferred and the interview process for interns.

5.3.1 Advertising for Candidates
As illustrated in Figure 5.2, the majority of respondents (86%) indicated that
referral from current or former interns was the most effective way of recruiting
interns.

Figure 5.2 Advertising for Candidates

How effective are each of the following activities when recruiting
interns?

16
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Two of the interviewees spoke of how when interns from the previous year go into
the current class to tell them about work placement, the main things students want
to know is if they will be able for the work and to what organisations they should
apply.

"We often get students applying before we even approach the
college. 1 think that is great. They have heard someone else
talking about their experience here and that is why they apply.
That always looks good for the student. We like to see that they
are proactive ” (Interviewee 4).

"Sometimes we get CVs and we haven’t even advertised the post ”
(Interviewee 3).

The majority of the respondents (77%) deemed on-campus information sessions,
on-campus recruiting and cultivating key faculty contacts as appropriate methods.
One of the interviewees, who has an on-going relationship with a higher education
institute, stated that they visit that college twice a year to inform them that are
recruiting and start collecting CVs.

"When we visit them we talk to the class and then start receiving
CF’s and our selection process has begun. That connection with
the college is so important to us” (Interviewee 3).

Advertising in campus newspapers ranked as the least effective method with only
23% of employers stating it was an effective method.

5.3.2 Fields of study of potential candidates

Of the fifty-three respondents, forty-eight answered the question “In your
organisation, from which fields of study do/would you recruit interns?”. The
majority of employers (97%) would employ interns or have employed interns from
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Accountancy/Finance programmes. Business was also a common programme from
which they would recruit with 65% of employers selecting this option. A minority
of respondents (18%) recruit from Engineering or Law degree programmes. As one
can see from Figure 5.3 below none of the employers surveyed would recruit interns
from the field of Arts/Humanities.

Figure 5.3: Fields of Study
In your organisation, from which fields do you normally recruit interns?

One of the interviewees also mentioned an interest in hiring a marketing student but
only because there would be a marketing element to the student's role during
internship:

Having a marketing angle is no harm either because it is very
much part of the role that we have in here as our team are
responsible for selling as well" (Interviewee 4).

The interviewee did stress that the marketing student should have an interest "in

ultimately becoming an accountant in the long-run” (Interviewee 4). The rest of the
interviewees stated that they would mainly focus on Accounting, Business and
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Finance programmes with one employer stating that they would only recruit from the
Accounting programime:

“/ interviewed [a student] from the BIS course the last time, I
wouldn’t be doing that. I would be looking at the BBus in
Accounting. That’s the only one I would look at, they are the ones
that are interested in accounting” (Interviewee 1).

Surveyed employers, regardless of whether they have a work placement programme
in place or not, had a strong preference towards recruiting interns for accountancy
positions from the Accountancy/Finance programmes.

”Oh if it is an accounting role I want an accounting student,
maybe I'd be happy with a Business student - at a push”
(Interviewee 4).

This highlights that employers are looking for either students primarily interested in
an accounting career or students with knowledge of accounting concepts and theories
when entering placement.

5.4

Interview Process

The emphasis that employers placed on recruiting interns as a tool for identifying
future talent surprised the researcher. Even though it had not been asked in the
survey, the researcher wanted to explore this more with the interviewees. Therefore
interviewees were asked if their interview process for interns would differ to that
for graduates. All of the employers interviewed stated that the interview approach
would be the same. The questions asked would be the same and the criteria would
be the same as they are interviewing an intern with the view to being a potential
full-time employees on graduation:
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"I would interview an internship with the idea would they make a
good trainee in only twelve months ’ time ” (Interviewee 1).

Another interviewee also said that the interviews would be similar however he
wouldn’t be as strict if a potential intern “got technical questions wrong” whereas
he would “expect a potential graduate to have them correct ” (Interviewee 2). So
they believe that there is still a benefit in returning to college after placement to
gain more technical skills.

Employers were then questioned with regard to the characteristics they look for in
a student, and their views on exemptions and prior work experience.

5.4.1 Characteristics of a Successful Candidate

In the survey of twenty-two respondents that currently have a formal work
placement programme in place only sixteen answered the question "if you were
interviewing for an intern in your organisation, how important are each of the
following when selecting candidates?”. All sixteen employers agreed that ability
to work in a team was an extremely important (5/16) or very important (11/16)
factor considered when interviewing interns. One of the interviewees described the
type of student they would be looking for to come into the business as being
someone who would fit in with those already in the business. The student would
have to be able to work with others, get on with the people they are working with
and also fit in with the company values:

“You have got to be able to get on with people because in a lot of
cases you have to try and get information from people, try and
motivate people to do things for you. So a major part of it is
making sure they fit in and have the right character. Also every
company has a certain set ofvalues so you check that theyfit those
values ” (Interviewee 4).
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One surveyed employer provided additional commentary that ‘'team fit and

willingness to learn are most important”.

Employers also valued college results and communication skills stating these
factors as extremely important or very important (13/16). This point was mirrored
by the interviewees:

“You ’re looking for somebody who has done well in their exams
to date ” (Interviewee 4).

The students’ preparation prior to the interview and their knowledge about the
company is an area that some of the interviewees viewed as important when
evaluating a potential intern. They discussed how a student should obtain a basic
list of interview questions and have answers to these prepared along with examples
of projects they have worked on. One interviewee referred to the importance of “an

interns' ability to come across well in an interview'' (Interviewee 2).
Communication skills was a factor for this employer as the interns would be
speaking to clients and needs to be capable of doing so. If the intern is quiet during
the interview and isn’t prepared to talk, it is immediately giving the employer a
negative opinion.

Finally a passion for accounting and the area they are studying was another area the
employer looks at when considering interns. One of the interviewee stated that
above all else “somebody that wants to do accounting with us” (Interviewee 1) is
the most important factor for the company when considering interns. It is interesting
that he added the words '"‘‘with us”, this could imply that it is a passion for the
organisation they are looking for, not a passion for accounting. Another interviewee
emphasised a similar point when they stated that the interviewer would be looking
for someone who has ''an interest and a knowledge in the topic they are studying"
(Interviewee 4).
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Figure 5.4 Characteristics of a Successful Candidate:
If you were interviewing for an intern in your organisation, how
important are each of the following when selecting candidates?

■ Not at all
□ Slightly
□ Moderately
■ Very
□ Extremely

What is very interesting here is the low interest by survey respondents in students’
relevant work experience, exemptions from professional exams and extracurricular
activities. These are all factors that students see as critical in their CV, yet for work
placement employers were only “moderately” interested in them. It was decided to
explore this further with the interviewees.

The survey also indicated that employers were looking for the same attributes in an
intern as they would be looking for in interviewing graduates for permanent
positions. We decided to explore this further with the interviewees and they agreed.
All of the employers interviewed stated that the interview approach is the same, as
they see these students as potential candidates for graduate positions a year later.
Three employers specifically mentioned fitting in with the existing staff. One
Employer did said that the interviews would be similar however he wouldn’t be as
strict if a potential intern "got technical questions wrong” whereas he would
"expect a potential graduate to have them correct” (Employer 2). So they believe
that there is still a benefit in returning to college after placement to gain more
technical skills.
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5.4.2 Exemptions
Opinion was divided among the interviewees with regard to the importance of
exemptions

from professional examinations.

Three

interviewees

viewed

exemptions as extremely important. As a graduate, having maximum exemptions
prevents disruptions within the firm as student will be looking for less study leave.
It was also a reason why firms hired from the Institutes of Technology as there is
an emphasise on exemptions as depicted by the following quotations:

"Exemptions would be important because students would be
looking for time off if they don’t have as many exemptions as
possible so in terms of preventing disruption at work that is the
best ” (Interviewee 4).

"Exemptions are very important to us and that again is why we
like the IT's, the students come out with five exams to do in
ACCA ” (Interviewee 1).

"The business do look very favourably on it, it's more time for
them in the office as oppose to being on study leave so it's
definitely an advantage ” (Interviewee 5).

The remaining two interviewees took the opposite view, exemptions "didn 't figure
at all" (Interviewee 3) when considering students. One interviewee described how
the organisation takes pride on bringing a student through the professional exams
themselves:

"We pride ourselves on bringing people through so whether it's
ten or eight or four, it doesn't matter really" (Interviewee 2).

No link can be made between exemption requirements and the size of the
organisation, as Interviewee 2 and 3, both of whom did not consider exemptions
important are a small and large organisation respectively. Interviewee 1, 4 and 5,
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all felt strongly about a potential graduate having maximum exemptions are also a
mixture of large and small organisations. Interviewee 1 is from a small organisation
while interviewee 4 and 5 are from larger organisations.

5.4.3 Prior Work Experience
All interviewed employers agreed prior work experience, whether relevant
accounting experience or not, is beneficial to the student. It gives the student a sense
of the working world and assists with the transition from third level education to
employment:

"It is a real wakeup call when people come into work and they
have to come in here 5 days a week, Sam to 4.30pm. You have to
he in on time, you don 7 leave until 4.30pm, you’ve only so many
holidays. If they had prior work experience they are already
prepared for that" (Interviewee I).

It also illustrates the strong work ethic and dedication that the student has when
they are able to balance both a part time job with their academic commitments as
depicted by one of the interviewees:

“/ think it shows that they are able to multitask if they do have
work experience while they are studying as well, I think it shows
good work ethic so yes I do think work experience would be
beneficial” (Employer 5).

One of the interviewees argued that students who have no work experience before
going on work placement are unsure of the abilities. As a result during the interview
for a placement position they appear less confident and more nervous than those
that have had experience in the work place. Work experience boosts their
confidence and helps in the interview process.
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"Ifind personally if somebody hasn ’t worked before they tend to
come in and be a little bit more nervous and less confident and
less able to sell themselves and have less answers to the
questions ” (Interviewee 3).

Finally, from the employers’ perspective, if trying to decide between two students
who have similar results and skills, prior work experience can be beneficial to
determine the more suitable candidate.

"It helps I think ifiyou ’re deciding betM’een tw’o candidates who
are very similar, similar results, if they have similar team work
and confidence and then you ’re looking and this person has three
months in [a Big 4 firm] for the summer, it kind of does make you
pick them. They had the initiative to go get the relevant
experience ” (Interviewee 3).

While surveyed employers weren’t as interested in prior work experience, all
interviewees were in agreement that work experience can be beneficial to the intern
as it prepared them for the working work and instils that they have the ability to do
a good interview. It also helps the employers when deciding between several
potential candidates.

5.5

Timing and Duration of Work Placement

As part of the programmatic review, the Department of Accounting and Information
Systems needed to find out the optimal timing and duration of placement from the
employers’ perspective. This section examines this.

5.5.1 Timing of Work Placement
In the survey of twenty-two respondents that currently have placement in place only
fifteen answered the question ‘Tf the Accountancy/Finance/Business degree is 4
years, in which year do you think placement is best suited?” The majority of
employers surveyed (11/15) felt that third year of a four year programme was the
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most appropriate timing of the work placement. A small minority suggested fourth
year (3/15). One respondent suggested second year was the most appropriate year
while none of the employers opted for first year (See Chart 5.1 below).

Chart 5.1 Timing of Work Placement

If the Accountancy/Finance/Business degree is 4 years, in which year
do you think placement is best suited?

□ First Year
■ Second Year
□ Third Year
□ Fourth Year

This is also consistent with the employers who were interviewed. One interviewee
stated they would take a student in ''either second year or third year"" (Interviewee
2). Another interviewee stated that from the company’s perspective they would
prefer fourth year as the student is more mature but from the students’ perspective
they acknowledged that third year is better as it allows them time to go back to
college and "reflect on what they had done in placement (Interviewee 1). They
further added that placement in fourth year is "too late for the student” (Interviewee
I) as they would not have time to change their career path if they wished to do so.
Another interviewee also concurred with this:

“/ think it’s perfect because it gives them a chance too when they
go back to college to decide for a year whether or not they like
work” (Interviewee 3).
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5.5.2 Duration of Work Placement

The surveyed employers were then asked ‘Tn your opinion, what is the ideal
duration of work placement for third level students in your organisation?”. They
were provided with a predetermined set of answers ranging from three months to
nine months, the result was a strong preference towards longer placements. The
majority (10/15) opted for a six month placement from January to June with the
employer having the option to keep the student on in the organisation over the
summer if required. No employer stated that a three month placement would be a
suitable duration. What is interesting here is that even though it is a minority, some
of the respondents (3/15) offered a further suggestion that they would have a
preference of a 12 m.onth accountancy placement.
Chart 5.2 Duration of Work Placement
In your opinion, what is the ideal duration of an internship for third
level students in your organisation?

□ 3 months - January to March

13 months - March to May

□ 6 months - January to June

□ 6 months - January to June with
the option to stay on over the
summer
■ Other (please specify)

These findings were confirmed by the interviewees. They stated that they would
like the students for at least six months with an option to increasing it to nine
months. One of the interviewees, who has worked with interns previously, stated
that a six month period was '"too shorf" (Interviewee 1). This interviewee was
specifically interested in having the students over the summer months, when other
employees would be either on holidays or study leave:
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"It’s all exam leave for us and holidays in the summer. [The
interns] would be very useful to us by the summer as they would
have learned a lot by then if they are with us from January and
he able to fdl in for other staff at that stage ” (Interviewee 1)

Ideally this interviewee thought a twelve month work placement "would he ideal
(Interviewee 1) but realises with time constraints that this isn’t possible.

Overall it was felt placement during third year for six to nine months with an option
to extend it over the summer was the good timing and duration for employers and
ideal for students.

5.6

The Work Placement Experience

Whilst on placement, interns are responsible for a variety of tasks as outlined by the
respondents in Figure 5.5 below. This section of the chapter also deal with the
support offered to interns while on work placement, what advice, if any, is offered
to students regarding professional accountancy exams and whether interns should
be remunerated.

5.6.1 Duties of an Intern
Of the respondents who have a formal work placement programme in place the
majority (80%) stated that interns usually perform general administration/office
duties, data entry and preparation of bank reconciliations as shown in Figure 5.5
below. Accounts preparation is also a common duty but to a lesser extent with 55%
of respondents selecting this option. Respondents who do not have a formal work
placement programme in place had a similar response however they would give
more payroll responsibility and a lesser focus on accounts preparation when
compared with those who already have work placement programmes in place. One
employer also added that interns would be responsible for ""gathering market data,
using excel to undertake analysis, assist in putting together market data ” while
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another stated that the intern would be working on '‘hedge fund accounting,
including the preparation of Net Asset Values for clients”. Very few interns would
be working on costing and pricing with only 7% of respondents selecting this
option. This may be due to the population that was sampled, the majority were from
practices and are more focused on accounts preparation and audit.

Figure 5.5: Intern’s Duties

What tasks are the interns normally responsible for?
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These results were also consistent with the employers that were interviewed. One
interviewee stated that interns do the same work as any other trainee because they
“view them as potential trainees for the future” (Interviewee 1). However this
wasn’t the view of all the managers within the firm who felt it may have been a
waste of resources:

“They do the same as any trainee accountant starting off and we
want them to do the same. Even though we have to fight a little
with the managers who are like “why train them up when they are
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leaving in nine months time ” but the big reward 1 suppose is they
could come back and that is why w’e want their experience to be
(Interviewee 1).

This could illustrate that the importance of interns and the benefits interns offer to
a firm needs to be made clear at an organisation-wide level, and not just a top
management level.

5.6.2 Support offered to the Intern
The majority of respondents surveyed that have a work placement programme offer
their interns regular feedback and coaching (90%). Orientation in the first week of
placement, the access to a mentor and formal training is also offered by the vast
majority of firms (70%). One of the interviewees articulated the importance of
induction and feedback as this recognised the intern as part of the team:

“ITc bring you on, w’c bring you through all the induction, we
bring you through all the training, have exit interviews, you will
he part of the team. We have a big social committee going, that is
all part of the experience of being an intern, you are one of the
team” (Interviewee 1).

The majority of the respondents (74%) that do not have a work placement
programme in place state that they would offer an exit interview however only 53%
of those currently offering work placement programmes provide an exit interview.
One of the interviewees acknowledged that an exit interview isn’t only an important
resource to offer the intern, but can be beneficial to the employer as it provides
important feedback.

” I would do [exit interviews], not just for their benefit, but just to
get feedback from them ” (Interviewee 2).
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Performance evaluation is provided by 80% of those firms who have work
placement in place but only 67% of firms would offer this if they were to offer a
work placement programme. The interviewees also mentioned the importance of
training courses. Interns are offered the opportunity to go on Excel courses,
presentation courses and manual handling courses:

“ We definitely try and encourage it because we try and help them
to get their CV better too. That’s our role too. It's like that they
get the best experience all round for the six months that they are
here so that their days are filled with diverse projects”
(Interviewee 3).

This interviewee acknowledges their responsibility towards the intern and giving
the intern the best possible experience and opportunity to develop while on
placement.

The interviewees also mentioned the need for strong communication between the
interns, the college and the employer. The described it as an "important triangle of
communication ” (Interviewee 3). This communication does not always exist.

"The student has contact with college, the college has contact
with the student, I’ve contact with the student but none with the
college ” (Interviewee 3).

Drawing from their own experiences of having interns, this interviewee also noted
how they sometimes have a college visit but this only happens on a sporadic basis.
This lack of communication often leaves the intern often quite worried, especially
because the student is often graded on their work placement, as the college has no
update as to their progress. Other interviewees also emphasised the importance of
communication between the college and the employer stating that it is required to
ensure everything is ’’going to plan ” (Interviewee 4) with the work placement.

108

5.6.3 Advice offered to the Intern
While the majority of firms surveyed do provide guidance to interns about their
choice of accountancy qualification, there was still approximately 20% of
organisations that do not offer any guidance to interns. The advice offered included
highlighting "the benefits of a professional qualification and the opportunities it
can provide in terms of their career". Advice was also provided in relation to
"exams paths, exemptions" and "job training, course fees and study leave " One of
the interviewees stated that they have

"qualified accountants from all four bodies who would be
available to discuss what is involved in gaining a
qualification ’’(Interviewee 2).

One of the interviewees stated that while there was a preference for student to
qualify as an accountant, they had no preference as to which accountancy body they
could qualify with. Therefore no advice would be given, once they "can do their
job, it isn 't an area that concerns me or the company" (Interviewee 3).

5.6.4 Remuneration of Interns

There was an overwhelming preference by respondents of the survey (39/45) in
favour of the remuneration of interns. Of those companies who have a work
placement programme in place, the average pay is €1,500 gross per month with one
employer stating that their interns are paid over €1,800 gross per month. Of those
who do not have a formal work placement programme in place, while there is still
a strong preference for interns receiving remuneration, a minority stated that they
would not pay interns (5/30). Of those who would offer remuneration, the
remuneration would be lower than those who already have a work placement
programme in place, some stating that employees would be paid minimum wage
(5/30).
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The responses from the interviewees was consistent with those of the respondents
to the survey. All of the interviewees stated that interns should be paid. According
to one of the interviewees it was debated in their organisation as some of the
managers felt that interns shouldn’t be paid but it was company directors who stated
that they would be paid (Interviewee 1). Another interviewee added that paying
interns a ''decent wage ” (Interviewee 4) is important not only for the student’s self
esteem and also for the image of the company.

"It would look bad for us if our students weren 7 paid and other
students were. Also the student will he happier and maybe more
inclined to come back as a graduate. 1 think it is only fair to pay
them too. After all they are working for us" (Interviewee 4).

Overall, regardless of having a work placement programme in place or not, there
was a strong preference towards the remuneration of interns.

5.7

Conclusion

The main finding of this chapter is that the predominant benefit of placement to
employers is to provide them with an early graduate recruitment tool. Employers
used phrases such as "fstudents getting] a really good insight into what it would he

like in here ”, "when they come hack”, "we want them hack”, "interest in working
in the business ”, "they know that they would like to work here ” throughout the
interviews. To critique this finding, the question could be asked if this is the main
objective of work placement from the academic and students’ perspective. However
the objective of this study was to determine the employers’ perspective of an
appropriate structure for work placement in accounting degree programme. This
was achieved in this chapter from the data amassed from an online survey
conducted with responses from fifty-three employers and in-depth interviews with
five employers.

The way in which employers recruit potential candidates for intern position are
recruited by either referral from previous interns or on campus information
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sessions. They wish primarily to recruit candidates from the fields of
Accountancy/Finance and Business. Employers are interested in candidates that can
demonstrate their ability to be able to work in a team as well as having strong
communication skills and good college results to date. They also need to perform
highly in their interview, have a good knowledge about the company. Prior work
experience was not highly valued when considering candidates but can often be the
deciding factor when deciding between two similar candidates. Opinion was
divided regarded exemptions with some employers viewing them as extremely
important and others do not consider them. But overall when interviewing for
internships, the employer is doing so in the hope that they are also recruiting for a
graduate position in the future.

Third year was deemed as the most appropriate year to take an intern. There was a
strong preference towards longer work placements with the ideal duration being six
months with the student having the option to stay on over the summer. While on
placement, students are given the tasks of a first year graduate. Employers are
willing to provide interns with regular feedback and coaching during placement
programme with the majority of firms also offering advice on the choice of
accountancy qualification that could be pursued on graduation. The vast majority
of respondents also believe that interns should be remunerated while on placement,
this ensures that the student valued the organisation. Again overall this shows that
the employer want to build in the students a sense of loyalty to the organisation in
which they are placed. This will ensure that the students speak well of the
organisation when they return to college and will be willing to take-up a 3 to 4 year
contract on graduation.

Ill

Chapter 6 Conclusions of this Research
6.1

Introduction

This chapter presents the results of this research by outlining the findings in relation
to each of the research questions derived from the objective of this study. By doing
this it reaches its conclusions on the structure of work placement in third level
accounting degrees from the employers’ perspective. To answer these questions,
the researcher analysed the responses of fifty-three accountants to an online surveys
and five in-depth interviews with employers. All the respondents were based in
Ireland. This chapter then concludes with a discussion of the limitations of this
research and suggests possible related areas of future research.

6.2

Addressing the Research Questions

The objective of this study is to investigate work experience and the requirements
of work placement from the employers’ perspective. It has been articulated as
follows in the title of this dissertation:

The Structure of Work Placement in a Third-Level
Accounting programme: Employers' Perspective

To achieve this objective the researcher derive three research questions posed in
Chapter 3:
Question 1:

What qualities would an employer expect an intern to
possess when commencing a work placement programme?

Question 2:

What is the ideal duration and timing of a work placement
programme from the employers’ perspective?

Question 3:

What supports and advice would employers offer to the
intern in association with work placement?
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These three question formed the basis of the questions asked in the survey and
interviews with potential employers of third-level accounting students. Fromi
analysis of the findings of these questions, the result is the employers’ opinion of
the structure of work placement.

6.2.1

Question 1 - Qualities of an intern

Experiential learning, integrating the learning in the traditional classroom learning
with real life practical experience, dates back as far as the early 1900’s (Dewey,
1916). The extant literature discusses how work placement can be used to bridge
the expectations gap, that is the gap between the skills an employer would like a

graduate to have and the skills a graduate actually possesses when first entering the
workplace (Stout and Schweikart, 1989; Armitage, 1991; Simons and Higgins,
1993; Coco, 2000; Bui and Porter, 2010). By develop employability skills during
work placement, the graduate is seen to be more work ready (Coco, 2000). This
puts pressure on HEIs to include work placement on their degree programmes
(Buckley and El Amond, 2010).

To extend the literature in this area, this study looks at the qualities that an employer
would like an intern to have when first entering the work placement programme.
By exploring what the employer is looking for in potential candidates, we find out
how students should prepare, or be prepared, to be suitable candidates for the
interview process in the work placement programme. When they were describing
what they wanted in an intern, the employers in this study were describing what
they wanted in a graduate. They interview for an internship with the view to the
intern becoming a full-time employee on graduation. Consequently, they were
looking for students who would fit in with their employees. They were looking for
students that would be able to work as part of their team. Academic results and
communication skills were also highly valued by employers. The students
preparation prior to the interview and their knowledge about the company is an area
that employers also consider when evaluating interns. Exemptions and prior work
experience were also viewed favourably by employers.
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6.2.2

Question 2 - Duration and Timing of Placement

The extant literature extoled a preference towards longer work placements by
students (Mihail, 2006; Muhamad et al., 2009). Interviews were conducted with
business students from a Greek University after their work placement and most of
the interns had a preference towards a six to nine month work placement
programme rather than three months (Mihail, 2006). This is a significant finding as
Greece has the highest youth unemployment rate in the European Union so they
will strongly value employability skills and preparing students for their future
career. Muhamad et al. (2009) also found that interns felt the most appropriate
duration for a work placement programme was six months. In relation to the timing
of work placement, while there was a lack of literature referring to what specific
year during their course students should go on placement, Courtis and Zaid (2002)
found that the majority of firms believed that students should complete certain core
modules before going on work placement.

The employers in this study also have a preference for a six month work placement
programme. However, when employers stated the preferred duration of placement,
they were more cognisant of their own need to fill in busy period than the benefits
to the students. They wanted students to start in January because by the summer the
intern would have learnt a lot and be comfortable within their role to cover annual
leave for full time staff This also ties in with why they wanted the work placement
programme to be at least six months as this would allow them the option to keep
the student on over the summer months. Only one employer preferred a 12-month
work placement, however this employer did acknowledged that this would be more
beneficial to the employer than the student.

The employers in this study agreed that third year of a four year degree programme
was the preferred time for work placement. Respondents were very much aware of
their own needs, but took the students into consideration in stating that by going on
placement in third year it allow the students time to reflect on the work placement
experience and also to change their career path is they wished to do so. One
respondent stated they would prefer to wait until fourth year to take a student on
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placement, however acknowledging that from the students perspective this would
not be possible.

6.2.3 Question 3 - Supports offered by the Employer

There was a dearth of literature regarding the support that employers would offer
students during work placement. However one aspect that has been widely covered
in the literature was remuneration, or non-remuneration of interns. According to the
literature the majority of work placements are unpaid as employers are not
financially able to pay interns or have an embargo against increase wage bills
(Buckley and El Amond, 2010). Contributors to the literature state that students
view low or no remuneration as one of the downfalls of work placement (Mihail,
2006).

Employers in this study saw the benefit in offering interns orientation in the first
week of placement, regular feedback and coaching, access to a mentor and formal
training. Exit interviews were also recommended but not to the same extent. Of the
employers who did offer exit interviews, they acknowledged the benefit exit
interviews offer employers as it allows them to receive feedback from the intern.
The interviewees spoke of the opportunities they give interns to go on courses, such
as Excel courses. The employer acknowledges their responsibility to provide the
intern the best possible experience and opportunity to enhance their skills. The need
for a triangle of regular communication between the college, intern and employer
was also strongly emphasised as an important support required by all three parties.
Employers also stated that they would offer advice to students with regard to
professional accountancy qualifications and the opportunities these qualification
can provide them.

In contradiction to the literature, the findings of this study showed there was an
overwhelming preference by employer towards the remuneration of interns. The
vast majority of those surveyed and interviewed believed that interns should receive
approximately €1,500 per month while on a work placement programme. The
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employers stated that it would look bad on them if the students weren’t paid and as
the students are working for them, they are entitled to receive a wage for their work.

6.3

Overall Finding

The main conclusion from this study is the employers primarily view work
placement as the first step in graduate recruitment. The main benefit of work
placement for employers in this study was the ability to recruit students for graduate
positions at an early stage. When they were describing what they wanted in a
placement student, they were describing what they wanted in a graduate. Thus,
work placement allows the employer preview how the student performs in a work
environment before they offer the graduate a full-time contract. When stating the
preferred duration of placement, they were cognisant of their own needs during
busy sessions and summer holidays, and the suitability of timing to allow for the
training of interns to fill-in in these periods. When describing the supports offered
they often mentioned courses and advice specific to their organisation.
Remuneration was seen as a way of insuring that the student had a good opinion of
the company and would report this on return to college.

6.4

Critique of Findings

This study wishes to obtain employers’ views as to how work placement could be
structured. It was not part of the remit of this study, but on critical analysis of the
employers’ perspective, it is obvious from the findings that employers seems to
have a short-term introverted view of the benefits of placement. As work placement
is part of the academic curriculum, the researcher would like to have seen employers
focusing more on the academic and long-term benefits for interns. Even though
employers interviewed did seem to be concerned for the interns, it was very much
providing them with training specific to their organisation and allowing them fit in
with their team, this would look good on the student’s CV and be of benefit if the
student was to return to that organisation. This raises two important issues. First,
could a graduate do all of the “organisation-specific” training on induction into the
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company, does it have to be done while they are still a student. Does it in fact benefit
the employer more than the student, in that the student will feel that this is the only
organisation for them. Second, the emphasis seems to be on the student’s fit into
the employer’s organisation, rather than the best interest of the student or to ensure
that the student is a good fit with the accountancy profession (which was not
mentioned by any of the interviewees). In a time when the professionalism of
accounting is called into question, one of the benefits of placement should be the
development of professional identity in the accounting student.

As merely a tool for graduate recruitment, the researcher feels that because
employers view work placement as a recruitment tool, the “milk-round” is being
pushed back to the penultimate year of the accounting programme. This places
pressure on the students at an earlier stage in their degree programme. While
encouragement of improvement in academic achievement is not being criticised,
often student take time to fit into the academic environment (from the secondary
school environment) and take a few years to discover their aptitude and learning
style. A question that needs further exploration is whether the placement of “the
besf ’ students in the Big 4 finns, based on performance in the early years in college,
further widens the gap between the “good” student and the “weaker” student. Many
ambiguous terms have been used here, but it is a concern of the researcher that
instead of building the skills and competencies of students and giving them context
to what they have learnt (and will learn when they return to college), placement will
simply be seen as a means of acquiring a graduate position. In the current economic
climate, there are jobs available for accounting graduates, so there is no need for
the main aim of work placement to be the acquisition of a graduate position. Perhaps
as a demonstration of their concern for students, each employer of multiple interns
should be encourage to take at least one student that they would consider “weak”,
as this student would benefit from immersion in a work environment that would
build skills, competencies and professional identity.

Another question surrounding the introduction of work placement in accounting
third-level programmes is how to fit it in, what gets displaced. If a six-month
placement is to be introduced in a four-year programme, then what content will be
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lost. As a result of the emphasis on exemptions from Professional Accountancy
Bodies, in general the “accounting” content cannot be cut. However subjects such
as Strategic Management, Marketing, Human Resource Management and
Management Information Systems are the most likely candidates to be reduced or
removed. Before introducing work placement to a programme it is important to
weigh the benefits of work placement against the cost of losing content. This can
only be done if the learning objectives of work placement are explicit. Therefore a
further recommendation of this study is that the learning objectives of work
placement need to be clarified and weighed against what work placement is
replacing. If work placement is introduced, another benefit of clarifying the learning
objectives of placement is that these can then be communicated to the employers of
accounting interns. They should agree and grade students based on these objectives
rather than using work placement as primarily a graduate recruitment tool.

6.5

Impact of Research

This study had an impact on the design of the Accounting degree programme in
CIT, and in particular in association with work placement. As a preparation for
placement students will have a CIT (Creativity, Innovation and Teamwork) module
in first year. This will enhance students’ teamwork, communication and technology
skills. During this module they will also commence preparing their CVs, hence
highlighting areas that need more work (such as relevant work experience). They
will be made aware of the organisation that take interns and will research these
organizations. Mock interviews, with formative interviews, will also form part of
the continuous assessment of this module. Work placement will be in the
penultimate year of the four year accounting programme. It will be a six month
placement from January to June, with the option for the employer to offer students
additional work over the summer. A tripartite contract will be signed the student,
employer and the college. This contract will lay out the specific duties of the intern
and the supports offered by employer, stressing the importance of communication
between all three parties. This contract acknowledges that work placements in
organisations differ, but it will ensure that the student is offered relevant work
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experience and that the employer is made aware of the learning outcomes that work
placement must achieve.

6.6

Limitations of this Research

In fulfilment of the requirements for a Masters in Business (Research), this
dissertation was the first major piece of academic research undertaken by the
researcher. Along with experience, time was another limiting factor for the
researcher, as the research has to be completed in 20 months. However, this proved
to be adequate time for this study.

The respondents to the survey were qualified accountants. Four of the five
interviewees were also qualified accountants. However it is often HR who recruit
interns and their opinions may be different to that of an accountant with regard to
the type of student they would recruit, the duration and timing of a work placement
programme and the supports offered. Also, some of the respondents to the survey
did not have any experience with work placement however in general their
responses were similar to those who had experience with work placement.

As previously discussed, this study was partially funded by the ACCA, therefore
the majority of the respondents were ACCA qualified accountants. It would have
been interesting to hear the opinions of accountants from the other professional
bodies as well. This issue was somewhat overcome by also sending the survey to
those listed on the employer database from CIT. Anecdotally, there was good
feedback from these employers as they were employers potentially interested in
hiring accounting interns.

6.7

Areas of Future Research

After placement has been implemented into the degree programme, an area of
further research would be to evaluate how the placement programme is developing
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after 1 or 2 years in the curriculum. This would allow the researcher to establish
how the different areas advised by the respondents to the survey and the
interviewees operate in reality and whether they are suitable and beneficial to the
student in obtaining an appropriate work placement.

The issue of assessment of placement was not addressed in this study. It would have
been interesting to get employers’ views on how they feel students should be
assessed. For example, should it be on a pass/fail basis or should it be graded. This
was discussed by academics following a presentation of the findings of this study
at the lAFA (Irish Accounting and Finance Association) annual conference in
Waterford in N4ay 2016. The majority of the delegates felt that a pass/fail basis is
fairer as the employer is not used to grading students. They felt that grading often
results in most students achieving a first class honour (70% or more) in work
placement, as employers award four or five stars out of five to their interns.
Flowever, it has been agreed in CTT that placement will be graded. Employers will
be given a rubric from which they will grade the student. But more importantly they
will be made aware that if the student is getting 70-100 then they are awarding them
a first class honour and a 60-70 result is a 2H1 and so on. This is an area worthy of
further research.

6.8

Conclusion

From examining the literature, there was a dearth of literature exploring the
employers’ perspective of the structure of work placement. This study addresses
this gap and evaluate the importance of work placement, and its structure, from the
employers’ perspective. It outlined the research objective and how this objective
was achieved by answering three research questions. An analysis of these questions
was then discussed and evaluated. CIT recognises the importance of implementing
work placement opportunities in all programmes across the faculty. Work
placement is considered to be an important element of many higher education
programmes in CIT and although it is not yet an integral part of the accounting
programme, a programmatic review has just taken place with one of the main
changes being the introduction of work experience while will commence in January
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2017. Incorporating a work placement programme into the accounting curriculum
provides many benefits to the students, potential employers and to the college.
These benefits have been outlined as well as a discussion on the limitations of this
research and the potential areas for future research.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: Survey Questions

* 1. Do you have a formal programme in place to recruit and hire accountancy interns?
Yes
No

* 2. Research and experience is telling us that firms are increasingly looking at the internship model to
complement their current graduate recruitment strategies Do you agree?
Yes
No
If yes. how many interns have you subsequently taken on as employees in the past year?

I------------------------------

-----------------

3. Employers have said that the following are the primary reasons that they employ interns. How important
are each of the following to you?

To increase exposure at
beat colleges and
universities
To broaden the way in
which permanent staff
are recruited
To assist with a special
project
To solicit
creative/innovative input
To rejuvenate internal
teams

Not at ail

Moderately

Slightly

\fery

Extremely

□

□

□

□

□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

LI
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

Have you any other reasons for hiring interns?
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*

4. From which University/Institute of Technology does your organisation hire interns from? Please tick al
that are applicable?
I

j Athlone Institute of Technology

[

I Cork Institute of Technology

,

[ Dublin Business School

I

I Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design and Technology

j

j Dundalk Institute of Technology

{

I Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology

[

[ Griffith College Cork

[

I Griffith College Dublin

[

[ Griffith College Limerick

i__ I Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown
[ ^ Institute of Technology, Carlow
I

j Institute of Technology, Sligo

I

I Institute of Technology, Tallaght

I

I Institute of Technology, Tralee

I

I Letterkenny Institute of Technology

I

I Limerick Institute of Technology
National University of Ireland, Galway

I

I National University of Ireland, Maynooth

I

I Queen's University of Belfast
University College Cork

I

j University College Dublin

I

I University of Dublin Trinity College
University of Limerick

[

I University of Ulster

I

I Waterford Institute of Technology

I

] Other (please specify)
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5. in your organisation, from which fields do you normally recruit interns?
I

[ Accountancy/Finanoe

I

;

I

! Law

Business
Arts/Humanities

I__ I Science
'

Engineering

;

Other (please specify)

* 6. If there was an internship as part of an Accountancy/Finance/Business degree programme, do you think
your organisation would take an accountancy intern?

If no, please comment briefly why?

* 7 If the Accountancy/Finance/Business degree is 4 years,
in which year do you think placement is best suited?
First Year
Second Year
Third Year
Fourth Year
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* 8. In your opinion, what is the ideal duration of an internship for third level students in your organisation?
3 months - January to March
3 months - March to May
6 months - January to June
6 months - January to June with the option to stay on over the summer
Other (please specify)

* 9. Using the following headings, in your opinion, how beneficial is internship to accounting/finance/business
students?

Enhances a students CV
Gives experience of the
working environment
Focus for further study
Building skills and
competencies
Building
accounting/fmance/business
knowledge
Potential for a graduate
position in the organisation
Confirms career path

Not at all

Moderately

Slight

Very

Extremely

□
□
□
[J
□
LJ
□

□
□
□
[;;j
□
[]
□

□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

□

n

□

□

Are there any other reasons why you think work placement can be beneficial for students?
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1----- 1

LJ

□
□
□
□
□

10 If you were interviewing for an intern in your organisation, how important are each of the following when
selecting candidates?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Very

Extremely

Leaving certificate resuKs

□
i

Relevant work experience

□

□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

□
□
□
[J
□
□
□
□

n

University/College results

□
□
□
□
□

Exemptions for professional
exams
Demonstration of ability to
work in a team

j

f--1
i__ 1

□

Presenlation/communication
skills

i__ i

ITskils

□

Extra curricular activities

!—>

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Are there any other factors which you would consider?

* 11. While working in your organisation are the interns remunerated?
Yes
No

12. On average, what scale of remuneration are they likely to receive on an monthly basis?
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i__ i

□
1—1

LJ

13 What tasks are the interns normally responsible for?
!

! General administration/office duties

\

! Data entry

!

j Bank reconciliations

j

I Stock taking

!

I Audit
'•

I

Payroll

■ Accounts payable

[ J Accounts receivable
i__ j Taxation
!

! Accounts preparation
Costing and pricing

Are there any other duties that would be assigned to the intern?

14 As an organisation, do you provide guidance to interns on their choice of accountancy qualification?
Yes
: No

15. If yes, briefly explain the guidance you provide
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16 How effective are each of the following activities when recruiting interns?

Advertising in campus
newspapers
Alumni rcfcn’als
Career/Job Fairs
Cultivating key faculty
contacts

Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Vbry

Extremely

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

□

□

□

□

□

□
□
□
□
n
□
□

□
□
□
□
n
n
□

□
□
□
□
n
n
□

□
□
□
□
n
□
□

□
□
□
□
□
□
□

Hosting an
open/information
evening at your
organisation
Job listings - career
services officc/websito
Job listings - your own
web site
Online networking
On campus information
sessions
On campus recruiting
Recruitment advertising
Referral from current or
former intern

* 17 Which, if any of the following do you provide as part of the internship programme?
Orientation in the first week for new interns
; Regular feedback and coaching
i

I Access to a mentor
Performance evaluation

'
I

Formal training
; Exit interview

1—I

Other (please specify)
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18, Please indicate how important are each of the below for selecting a 3rd level institution at which to
recruit for interns
Slightly

Moderately

Very

Extremely

o

o
o
o

o
o
o

c

o

Average grades
Diversity of student body
Current staff are alumni
of University/I nstitute of
Technology
Helpfulness of career
services staff
Interest of
University/Institute of
Technology graduates in
your organisation
Location of

o

University/Institute of
Technology
Majors or
specialisations offered

o

National rankings
Past recruiting

o

experience at
University/Institute of
Technology
Reputation of

r

University/Institute of
Technology
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19 Research and experience is telling us that f rms are increasingly looking at the internship model to
complement their current graduate recruitment strategies Do you think offering internships would benefit
you in terms of providing a pool of potential future employees?
Yes
No

Please explain why

* 20. Employers have said that the following are the primary reasons that they employ interns.
How important would each of the following be to you if you were to take on intern students in the future?

To increase exposure at
local coNcgos and
universities
To broaden the way in
which permanent staff
are recruited
To assist with a special
project
To solidt
creative/innovative input
To rejuvenate internal
teams

Slightly

Moderately

Very

Extremely

n

[]

[“J

□

[□

□

□

□

n

CJ

Q]

□
□

n

r]

u

□

Are Uiere any other reasons you would consider if hiring interns?
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□
□
□
□

21 From which University/Institute of Technology do you feel your organisation would be likely to recruit
interns?
Please tick all that are applicable?
'

! Athlore Institute of Technology
; Cork Institute of Technology

I

'

Dublin Business School

j__ j Dun Laoghaite Institute of Art, Design and Technology
I

j Dundalk Institute of Technology

!

; Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology

I

I Griffith College Cork
Griffith College Dublin

j___ I

I

Griffith College Limerick

I Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown
Institute of Technology, Cariow

I__ , Institute of Technology, Sligo
^__ , Institute of Technology, Tallaght
Institute of Technology, Tralee
I__ j Letterkenny Institute of Technology
^

! Limerick Institute of Technology
National University of Ireland, Galway

I

j National University of Ireland, Maynooth

!

I Queen's University of Belfast
University College Cork
, University College Dublin
' University of Dublin Trinity College
University of Limerick

I___I University of Ulster
!

Waterford Institute of Technology
Other (please specify)
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* 22 From which fields would your organisation most likely recruit interns from, if you were to develop an
internship programme in the future?
^Accountancy/Finance
I

! Business

'

' ArtSi'Humanities

\___ I

'

' Law

!

; Science

I

I Other (please specify)

Engineering

23. If your organisation were to take on interns in the future, would the interns be remunerated?
Yes
No

24. If so, what scale of remuneration are they likely to receive on an monthly basis?
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♦ 25. If your organisation were to take on interns in the future, what tasks would the intern be responsible
for?
[ '] General adminisiration/office duties

1

i Data entry

I___I Bank reconciliations
I

; Stock taking

I j Payroll
i

I Accounts payable

I

I Accounts receivable

j__

j_ j

Audit
Accounts preparation

j

: Taxation

'

^ Costing and pricing

Are there any other duties that would be assigned to the intern?

* 26 If your organisation developed an internship programme, do you think you would provide guidance to
interns on their choice of accountancy qualification?
Yes
No
if yes, please briefly state what advice you give

r
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27 If your organisation developed an internship programme, which of the following would you offer as part
of the programme?
[__j Orientation in the first week for new interns
I__ j Regular feedback and coaching

I

I

II___ II
’

Access to a mentor
Performance evaluation

! Formal training

'I___ I1

Exit interview

Other (please specify)

* 28 Which of the following best descnbes your organisation?
Small Accounting Practice
Medium Accounting Practice
Large Accounting Prartice
Industry
Other (please specify)

* 29 Would you be interested in partnering with the ACCA in the development of an internship guide for
ACCA employers and members? (This partnership will involve showcasing short case studies and evidence
of best practice in internship programmes)
Yes
No
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* 30 What information/supports would you like to receive from a professional body like ACCAthat may be
useful in your role?

* 31. Many thanks for completing the survey.
Can you please complete the following details to receive a summary of the findings of this research.
All information will of course remain confidential
Name
i

Organisation
Job title
Accountancy qualification
(if relevant)
Email Address
Phone Number
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APPENDIX B: Interview Cover Letter
To whom it may concern,

As you know, I have worked in practiee for three years and I am now back in CIT
completing my researeh masters under the supervision of Sylvia Dempsey. I am
researching how interns in the work place can benefit the employer. I have
completed a survey of over 50 employers and I am now looking to interview
employers about their opinions on work plaeement. The short interview, approx. 20
minutes, will eonsist of the following areas:

1. What do you think about work placement?
2. The duration and timing of work placement.
3.

The duties an intern will be responsible for.

4.

The interview process.

5.

Advice regarding work

I would be grateful if one of your colleagues would consider being part of my
researeh and meeting me for an interview. All information given as part of the
survey is treated as confidential and a transcript will be sent before it is ineluded
as part of my researeh.

1 look forward to hearing from you.

Kind Regards,
Laura O’ Callaghan
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APPENDIX C: Interview Questions

General Introduction Questions:
What do you think about internships?
Do you currently have an internship programme in place? Tell me about it.
What do you think are the main benefits to the student?
What is the benefit to you of having interns?

Duration and Timing of Internship Questions:
For your firm, what type of student are you looking for?
What type of courses do you interview from?
In what year of their course do you think they would be beneficial to you?
Do you think this is the most beneficial time for the student?
For your Finn, what is the ideal time of the year for interns to come in? Why is
that?
How long would you like to hold onto them?
When working in your organisation are the interns remunerated?
We are introducing an internship as part of an Accountancy degree in CIT, do you
think your organisation would take an accountancy intern?

Duties of an Intern:
What tasks are the interns normally responsible for?
What support do you offer as part of the internship?
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Interview:
How do you usually recruit interns?
When you interview a candidate for an internship what are the main things you
are looking for?
In terms of academic learning and knowledge, what would you like your interns to
know coming into your firm for an internship?
How important are exemptions to you?
In tenus of skills and competencies what would you like your interns to have
coming into your firm for an internship?
Is previous work experience important to you when hiring an intern?
If you were to talk to lecturers in CIT, what advice would you give them about
preparing students for placement?
In what way would your interview and expectations for a graduate position be
different?
Do you tend to hire graduates that have been on placement with you?

Final Questions:
If you could come to CIT and give suggestions about the accountancy programme,
what would you say?
If you could improve your internship programme in any way, what would you do?
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